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ABSTRACT

The allure of a creative thesis for me was the unique blending of literary study and
personal exploration. I have always felt my writing a cathartic activity as I grappled with the
textual issues and gained personal insights through the struggle. For this reason, I chose the
creative option as a culmination of my graduate studies at EIU. While I have dabbled in all
three genres -- poetry, playwriting and fiction -- in my graduate career, it is the extended
fiction genre of the novel that I have chosen to pursue in this project. The thesis is comprised
of two major parts: an introduction and my novel, Forced Entries.
In my introduction, I discuss my chosen genre and the literary influences and research
that went into the formation of my novel. I have chosen to construct a novel similar in
structure to Margaret Atwood's Cat's Eye and Kathryn Harrison's Exposure. During my
literary research, I explored both masculine and feminine versions of this genre, a genre
generally concerned with an adult's struggle to reconcile his or her present life through a
confrontation with past wounds. Since most of these wounds tend to occur in the protagonist's
childhood or adolescence, elements of the traditional Bildungsroman are incorporated in the
adult's search for a present piece. I have labeled this emerging genre in contemporary
literature the Retrospective Bildungsroman.
In addition to these works, I have done research in both the traditional Bildungsroman
and psychological/sociological studies on child abuse and sexual violence. The Bildungsroman
works, J. D. Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye, D. H. Lawrence's Sons and Lovers, and John
Knowles' A Separate Peace were all part of my research. The psychological works, Michael
Lew's Victims No Longer and Mic Hunter's Abused Boys: The Neglected Victims of Sexual
Abuse, as well as the sociological work, Susan Brownmiller's Victims No Longer, provided me
with the psycho-social framework necessary for my construction of my protagonist, Neal
Wilkinson's, adult struggles.
ii

The original goal was to write a novel examining the complex issues of gender and
sexuality through the eyes of my protagonist, Neal Wilkinson. As a victim of childhood sexual
abuse and adolescent same-sex attempted rape, the adult Neal has suppressed most memories
of his victimization. Due to his inability to maintain an emotionally fulfilling and intimate
relationship with either a female or a male partner, Neal chooses to return to his communityof-origin and confront the mysteries of his past through examining his boyhood journals and
surroundings. As Neal struggles to come to terms with his past, the issues of his rebellion
against traditional gender confines and his sexual fluidity regarding preference and desire are
exposed.

His problems of assimilation are intensified by his alcoholic father and the

conservative demands of his domineering mother. The two significant romantic relationships
of Neal's life, one with a male and one with a female, are also depicted in the work. As his
painful memories become uncovered, Neal must accept his individual identity and lay to rest
the self-criticism and judgment that have led to his present isolation.
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Forced Entries, a novel

1
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INTRODUCTION

Time is not a line but a dimension, like the dimensions of space. If you
can bend space you can bend time also, and if you knew enough and could
move faster than light you could travel backward in time and exist in two
places at once.

(Atwood, Cat's 3)
With this passage, Margaret Atwood begins her readers' fragmented journey through
the life of Elaine Risley in her novel, Cat's Eye. In what Judith McCombs describes as Elaine's
"literal retrospective" (9), Atwood portrays her protagonist's life through a series of multilayered flashbacks. In "an anarchic landscape of worlds in the plural" (McHale 37), Atwood's
work layers time, drawing her readers into the core of Elaine Risley's conflicted self as they
experience the frustrating and wondrous sensations of existing "in two places at once." As an
adult, Elaine struggles to come to terms with both a traumatic childhood and a somewhat
unfulfilling adulthood; Atwood paints each portion of her protagonist's life with broad, definite
strokes intensified by the author's use of a first-person, present-tense narrative. Critic Ronald
Granofsky defines the focus of this work as Atwood's "perennial interest in the way that
childhood experiences set patterns that are compulsively re-enacted or confronted in
adulthood" (52).
This juxtaposition of childhood with adult images reflects an emerging trend in
contemporary fiction, a trend I have named the "Retrospective Bildungsroman." Upon reading
Cat's Eye and other examples of this emerging genre, I became excited by the possibility of

experimenting with this genre in my creative thesis. Through my years as a part-time and
full-time student in the graduate studies English program, I experimented with all three sets
of creative genre courses, both in the beginning and advanced levels, honing my skills with
language, plot development and story-telling for the task of writing Forced Entries.
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The idea for this work first came to me as I was constructing my novella, Nova, a work
focusing on the effects of an AIDS-related suicide on a group of friends.

I created the

character of Leigh Johnson, a young man struggling with a traumatic past and an out-ofcontrol present life. As more and more of Nova became dominated by his presence, I began
wondering how Leigh's story would differ if his abuse memories were almost completely
suppressed. What would the adult Leigh's story be like and how would it differ from the Leigh
of Nova? After these initial questions were posed, I began tinkering with the abuse scenario,
trying to create a distinct and separate character in my mind.
Through my literary studies, the questions of gender constraints and societal norming
kept being raised. Upon reflection on the ideas, most clearly envisioned in Virginia Woolfs
allegorical tale Orlando, I began questioning the effects of the arbitrary restrictions of gender
on an adult male. Atwood's Cat's Eye eloquently depicts the gender restrictions and struggles
of her female protagonist, and this depiction encouraged my experimentation with gender
confines from a male's point of view. Neal Wilkinson's struggles and triumphs in my novel,
Forced Entries, are a result of this experimentation.

To begin the construction of Neal's story, I first familiarized myself with some critical
theories concerning the history of the Bildungsroman, as well as a variety of literary works
from the Bildungsroman and the Retrospective Bildungsroman genres. Since I first envisioned
Neal as an artist and an actor, his story of gender rebellion seemed tailor-made for the
Bildungsroman genre. In his critical work, Season ofYouth, Jerome Hamilton Buckley defines
the traditional Bildungsroman plot, stating:
The broad outline of a typical Bildungsroman plot [is] .... A child of
some sensibility grows up in the country or in a provincial town, where he
finds constraints, social and intellectual, placed upon the free imagination. His
family, especially his father, proves doggedly hostile to his creative
instincts... [and] his first schooling... may be frustrating insofar as it may
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suggest options not available to him in his present setting.

He

therefore .. .leaves the repressive atmosphere of home ... to make his way
independently in the city.... There his real "education" begins, not only his
preparation for a career but also -- and often more importantly -- his direct
experience of urban life. The latter involves at least two love affairs or sexual
encounters, one debasing, one exalting... and demands... the hero reappraise his
values. By the time he has decided ... the sort of accommodation to the modern
world he can honestly make, he has left his adolescence behind and entered
upon his maturity. His initiation complete, he may then visit his old home, to
demonstrate by his presence the degree of his success or the wisdom of his
choice.
(17-18)

All of these elements are present in Forced Entries.

Neal's frustration with small-town

existence, his emergence and professional triumph on the urban scene, and his necessary
return home to reconcile his past and present selves make up the body of the novel. Neal's
fluid sexuality also provides some pivotal elements in his personal odyssey that I will address
more thoroughly later in this introduction.
In addition to the above definition of the genre, I read several feminist theorists
concerning the emerging redefinition of Buckley's conventions. I felt this was appropriate
because Neal's struggle to find a place for himself in society, without betraying his sexual and
personal identities, mirrors the struggles of feminists and other minorities to fit in a
traditionally male genre. In her reading of examples of Germany's contemporary feminist
Bildungsroman, Sandra Frieden notes:
The new awareness of women's roles [in traditional Bildungsroman
provides a] model [moving] from the recognition of restrictive social roles,
through a rejection of arbitrary standards, to the generation of a counter-figure
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who creates a new role and a new, positive life-style into which she becomes
integrated.
(305)

This abandonment of the traditional societal order for a more personally satisfying one defines
Neal's principle struggle in Forced Entries.
In researching the traditional Bildungsroman, I studied several classic works, J. D.
Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye, John Knowles' A Separate Peace, and Sylvia Plath's The Bell
Jar, as well as a contemporary work, This Boy's Life, by Tobias Wolff. Each work shares the

common elements of the traditional Bildungsroman as their respective protagonists struggle
to assimilate into their existing society with varying success.
Holden Caulfield's adolescent bravura and Salinger's bold first-person narrative
inspired me with their honesty and complexity. From Holden's opening lines of "If you really
want to hear about it, the first thing you'll probably want to know is where I was born, and
what my lousy childhood was like ..." (1), I was transfixed by the audacity and pathetic
desperation of his wounded, world-weary voice. This voice influenced the writing style of
Neal's adolescent journal entries as I tried to emulate its cocky bluntness. A larger influence
of this work appears through my basic construction of Neal Wilkinson's character. As a
conflicted character, Neal's actions range from extremely sympathetic to cold-blooded and
cruel, just as Salinger's Holden is a deeply flawed, but nevertheless sympathetic, literary hero.
This mixture of realistic faults and ultimately admirable qualities is what I tried to instill in
Neal Wilkinson.
In addition to Salinger's sophisticated character development, I admired his adept use
of the first-person narrative. While the reliability of Holden's narrative voice is periodically
questionable, the engaging nature of that voice captured my imagination in a way a thirdperson narrative could not. As a reader, I became immediately engaged with Holden's plight
and odyssey and wished to engage my readers in a similar matter. This is an imposing task
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considering Jerome Stem's assertion in his instructional work, Making Shapely Fiction, that
"Holden Caulfield in Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye [is] among the important first-person
characters in American literature" {190). Stem's discussion of the first-person narrative
further encouraged me to experiment with it in Forced Entries. "First person is immediate,
engaging, and instantly convincing . . . . You [the writer] create a distinctive voice, a
character, a personality, with the first words of the story" {Stem 185). Since I felt that the
success of my novel necessitated the reader's empathy for my protagonist, I followed the
examples of Salinger and Atwood, and the teachings of Jerome Stem, by choosing the firstperson point of view.
The first-person narrative technique utilized in John Knowles' A Separate Peace, Sylvia
Plath's The Bell Jar, and Tobias Wolff's This Boy's Life also encouraged me to utilize this
narrative method in Forced Entries. Each story's dramatic events drew additional resonance
from the readers' seeing the world through the protagonist's eyes. Since Wolff's work deals
with a traumatic adolescence and the effects of child abuse on his protagonist, and Plath's
work deals with a young woman's mental collapse due to her inability to subjugate herself
within feminine societal constraints, both works proved valuable in my literary research for
my novel. Knowles' tale of homo-erotic romanticism and its tragic consequence in a World War
II boys' school provided me with both a historic perspective of literary homosexuality and a

mode for male intimacy essential for the corresponding relationships in Forced Entries.
As a classic example of the Bildungsroman, D. H. Lawrence's Sons and Lovers provided

invaluable guidance in my research. Two key elements I observed closely were Paul Morel's
troubled upbringing and his utilization of eroticism to subvert the pain of that upbringing.
As a reader, I experienced Paul's frustrations of being an artist and growing up in a violent

and erratically supportive home with a brutish father and a clinging, domineering mother.
While the mother provides Paul's sole encouragement as an artist and an intellectual, her use
of him as a surrogate companion and defender hinders Paul's first erotic relationship with
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Miriam, and his subsequent affair with Clara Dawes. Categorized respectively by Buckley in
Seasons of Youth as relationships of "relatively spiritual or intellectual love ... and...fleshly
passion" (207),

each relationship has a counterpart in Forced Entries.

The

spiritual/intellectual love of Miriam is seen in Neal's relationship with Zoey Chapman, while
the fleshly passion is noted in Neal's adolescent relationship with Rick Graham. In addition
to these polarities, I attempt to merge these erotic attractions in Neal's relationship with
Cameron Stillwell.

Like Lawrence's Paul Morel, Neal retreats from his heterosexual

entanglements with Joy and Zoey due to his fear of"wife-and-kiddie-land" or, more accurately,
his parent's combative relationship and his mother's domineering and embittered
possessiveness.
In order to free himself from this aversive association, Neal must expand his sexual
repertoire and experiment with homosexuality. This is a key element of Forced Entries, and
I wanted to handle it in a balanced, matter-of-fact manner. Contrary to the grim, deadened
sexuality depicted in V. S. Naipaul's Guerrillas, I wanted Neal's significant erotic relationships
to provide a positive human connection between the characters, without regard to the lover's
gender. To accomplish this, I studied the eroticism present in Anne Rice's The Vampire
Chroni.cles. Throughout her writing in the gothic genre, Rice presents the character's object
of desire's gender as secondary to the character's physicality and personal allure. Rice's
protagonist, Lestat, drifts from lover to lover, ignoring gender confines in his search for
supernatural passion. The free and casual manner with which Rice's vampires experiment
with homo- and hetero-eroticism has inspired me to experiment with the same themes in
Forced Entries.
In addition to my research in these Bildungsromane and erotic examples of literature,
I also studied several examples of the Retrospective Bildungsroman. In this category, I include
Atwood's Cat's Eye, Graham Swift's Waterland, Ian McEwan's The Child in Time, Kathryn
Harrison's Exposure, Pat Conroy's The Prince of Tides, and Doris Lessing's The Golden
xii

Notebook. In addition to the above works, Margaret Atwood's Surfacing and Bodily Harm

examine their protagonists' searches for identity through periodic journeys into their childhood.
All of these works deal with an adult protagonist's attempting to rectify the deficiencies of
his/her present life by dealing with the remaining scars of a traumatic past.
Supernatural incidents and dreams provide crucial aid to the protagonists of Atwood's
Cat's Eye, McEwan's The Child in Time, and Lessing's The Golden Notebook and The Memoirs
of A Survivor. In Cat's Eye, the childhood Elaine is saved from hypothermia through a

supernatural visitation by the Virgin Mary. The supernatural element of McEwan's The Child
in Time consists of a shared vision between the protagonist, Stephen, and his mother. The

vision has mutual significance to the son and his mother's lives, offering Stephen with a key
that leads to the reconciliation of his marriage, and enabling his mother to keep her from
aborting her son. These supernatural incidents inspired the "haunting'' of Neal by his dead
lover, Cam. While this haunting can easily be explained as a product of Neal's psychological
stress, Neal never acknowledges this possibility. From his opening references to Cam, the
mischievous poltergeist, to his final exchange with Cam in the final dream sequence, Neal
maintains a supernatural connection with his first adult love.
While Atwood's use of first-person narrative in Cat's Eye inspired me to attempt the
same technique in my work, her combination of this narrative style with a present tense
provided the urgency and immediacy I wanted in Forced Entries. Stem notes the combination
of present tense with first-person, stating, "Present tense emphasizes immediacy even more
[when combined with the first-person narrative]" (185). Nowhere is this immediacy more
skillfully apparent than in the pages of Cat's Eye. My novel's usage of both first-person and
present tense allows the reader to experience the events as they unfold in Neal's life, bringing
the reader into the center of the action.
The dream and visionary imagery present in Lessing's The Golden Notebook and The
Memoirs of A Survivor provide a literary precedence for my dream usage in Forced Entries.
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I first experimented with the dream imagery incorporated in Forced Entries in Nova. The
dreams are used to give the reader thematic clues in the story of Neal Wilkinson. The
repeated images of rape, exposure and societal subjugation are introduced through the
subconscious images of Neal's nocturnal flights of fancy. These clues also lead Neal to uncover
his suppressed memories and to diminish their power over him.
In Graham Swift's Waterland, the protagonist, Tom Crick, uses his history class, and
thus the novel, as a priest by confessing his adolescent "sins" to them. This confession typifies
the benign Catholicism depicted in Swift's work, a Catholicism critic John Schad defines as
"a theology of nothing" (915). In contrast to Swift's penitent protagonist, I wanted Neal to be
torn between a defiant refusal to adjust his behavior to societal expectations, and a need to
free himself from his personal guilt over Cam's death. From Swift's work, I also wanted to
incorporate the narrative's intelligent, almost-poetic language into the adult Neal's narrative
voice. While this proved problematic due to Neal's coarse and volatile speaking voice, I was
able to use this artistic language in the "Random Note" sections of the piece, as the presentday Neal provides commentary on the novel's action and his own motivations in the earlier
stages of his life.
This poetry of prosaic language is prominent in the novels of Margaret Atwood. That
is the reason I found Cat's Eye both fascinating and worthy of emulation. Her writing contains
both an honesty and an artistic, dream-like quality that I admire. After studying Atwood's
previously mentioned work, I became familiar with her first novel, Surfacing, and a later work
entitled Bodily Harm. In Surfacing, I found another protagonist tracing her roots in order to
find present-day fulfillment. From this work, I began toying with Neal's re-entry into his past.
A road-trip of discovery becomes an intensely personal visit home in both Atwood's and my
works. I had decided early on to include Neal's adolescent diaries in his fragmented story, but
the trip home in Atwood's first novel provided a logical means for him to obtain these journals.
In Bodily Harm, Atwood deals with a rape motif similar to the central theme I planned
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for Forced Entries. As Atwood's Rennie faces the various facets of personal, surgical and
political violation, Neal must retrieve the traumatic moments of his sexual history in order to
face his own uncertain future. Both characters are surrounded by the physical threats of the
malevolent patriarchy after they have crossed gender boundaries, Rennie from a feminist and
Neal from a sexual and artistic perspective. In both works, rape is not sexualized, but seen
as an act of violence and control, used to subjugate gender rebels.
The subject of male-on-male rape is addressed in Pat Conroy's novel, The Prince of
Tides. As the adult Tom Wingo struggles to save his schizophrenic sister, Savannah, from

madness through telling her psychiastrist about his traumatic childhood, he recounts an
evening following his eighteenth birthday in which he, his sister and their mother are raped
by a group of escaped convicts. "I didn't know a boy could be raped" (478), Tom says at the
onset of his recollection. Conroy's description gives a vivid account of the foul and violent
nature ofrape, and, since his victims are both male and female, defines it as an act of violence
that anyone might fall victim to, given the same circumstances. Since I decided many ofNeal's
present-day problems relate back to an adolescent incident of near-gang rape, I found this
literary account of male victimization to be an invaluable part of my research.
To complete my research in the Retrospective Bildungsroman genre, I chose the
contemporary work, Kathryn Harrison's Exposure. Its fragmented, almost random account of
a woman's mental descent following her voyeuristic and quasi-abusive father's suicide provided
me with several key structural concepts for Forced Entries. While I appreciated the tidy
randomness of Atwood's Cat's Eye, I began feeling confined by this tidiness when beginning
construction of Neal's life. Neal's psyche was far more volatile than Elaine Risley's, and
Harrison's Exposure provided a more haphazard, out-of-control narrative that I found
appealing. Harrison utilizes both first-person and, periodically, present tense narration, but
also incorporates journal entries, traditional narration, private investigator/psychiatric/and
child-welfare reports to delineate her protagonist's plight. Harrison maintains the reader's
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sense of time and location through a simple chapter heading denoting the source, date and
location of each chapter. I have utilized these techniques in combination with the transcript
method found in Lewis Gannett's erotic contemporary gothic tale, The Living One, to further
intensify Neal's desperate state in Forced Entries.
Since I combined the above methods with Wilky's adolescent journal entries, I felt it
essential to read several contemporary examples of the use of journal entries in fiction. The
examples I studied were John Fowles' The Collector, Carrie Fisher's Postcards From the Edge,
and Alice Walker's The Color Purple. From each work I gained valuable insight into the use
of journal entries.

Fowles' work demonstrates a subtle erosion of sanity and societal

constraints as it shifts from the mental deterioration of both the obsessive abductor and his
helpless victim. The detached cruelty depicted in these entries provided a chilling sense of the
deadening effect of madness that I wished to capture in Wilky's reaction to and negation of the
rape.

Fisher's Postcards From the Edge skillfully tempers Suzanne Vale's chronicles of

addiction and rehabilitation with a quirky sense of black humor. I have tried to inject this
humor in Neal's narrative voice to provide both bits of brief respite and ironic commentary on
the tale of his tortured past.

The use of characterization and strength in the face of

victimization that I wished to convey in Forced Entries is abundantly evident in Walker's The
Color Purple. Walker achieves a deeply personal character voice that I have tried to emulate
in my work.

A problem I faced while composing my novel was the amount of information I wanted
to convey through present and recent-past events and from Wilky's journal entries. If I
followed the example of the above authors, the story would become a traditional
Bildungsroman, and I would lose a great deal of adult insight and resonance. I decided to
economize on my use of journal entries by presenting brief snippets from Neal's past. The
device of having the journals fragmented and incomplete came from a hybrid study of Doris
Lessing's novel, The Golden Notebook, and Susan Minot's short story, "Lust." The broad and
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scattered tale of Lessing's novel lended itself to my vision of Forced Entries' fragmentary
nature. Minot's piece provides volumes of insights upon the state of sex, women and romantic
relationships in contemporary society through a series of brief, pointed flashes of eroticism and
victimization.

I have tried to convey Wilky's tale in a similar fashion, using Leasing's

fragmentation and Minot's staccato attacks to convey the intensity of each scene.
Another significant literary source I examined was Virginia Woolfs allegorical tale of
gender experimentation, Orlando. With the phrase ''he was a woman" (137), Woolf inverts
conventional gender roles, focusing on the individual within the body, and not simply the
distinctive physical characteristics that make it male or female. During the central section
of the work, Orlando's romantic yearnings run the gamut of hetero- and homo-erotic
attractions. In addition to the obvious eroticism explicitly present in Forced Entries, I have
attempted to construct a protagonist constantly challenging the constraints of traditional
masculinity. The adolescent Wilky's sequined patches flagrantly rebel against masculine
conventions. The adult Neal's profession as an actor subtly reiterates this rebellion, with its
repetitive references to Neal's application of cosmetics, and his initial concern over the physical
imperfections those cosmetics mask.

Through the "vanity" concerns raised by Neal's

profession, I try to erode the boundaries of what is considered stereotypically "male" and
"female" regarding attention to appearance.
Margaret Atwood states in her article, "An End to An Audience?": "As a storyteller
then, all I can do is to tell the kinds of stories I wish to tell or think I ought to tell and hope
that someone or other will want to listen to them ..." (415). I concur with her assessment of
a writer's principle motivation; a writer writes about what interests him or her and then
considers how to tell the story to an audience. This interest may develop through a writer's
emotional response to a social issue or a reaction to a more personal experience.
The gender issues present in Forced Entries share both of these origins. Regarding my
personal experience, Neal and I share similar familial dynamics and communities of origin.
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In high school, I mingled with an odd assortment of gender rebels that would make Neal
proud. Out of the five of us, only three have survived -- myself, a friend who is currently
institutionalized after a psychotic breakdown, and another traditional and seemingly welladjusted male. One of my adolescent friends died recently from AIDS-related infections, one
died from injuries sustained in a drunk-driving accident, and the institutionalized friend
attempted suicide just before his seventeenth birthday.

Our various families contained

incidents of alcoholism, as well as physical, sexual and emotional abuse. In my undergraduate
studies, two male friends came to me after being victimized in acquaintance rapes. Their pain
was compounded by the fact that the legal and psychiatric communities of the time offered
little support or help. After graduation, my years working in social services exposed me to
many cases of boys coping with various aspects of abuse. Again, my frustration in this area
was heightened because many professionals failed to recognize the victimization of males in
our society. With Forced Entries, I hope to educate my readers about both the potential for
and reality of male victimization.
To further research the abuse aspects of Forced Entries, I have read a variety of
sociological and psychological studies and anecdotal accounts concerning male victimization.
In her landmark book of rape definition, Against Our Wills, Susan Brownmiller discusses the
sexual victimization of males in prison (256-268), and calls for rape laws to be "gender-free
[and] non-activity specific" (378). I gained additional insights into the children of alcoholic
homes through reading the confessional works of actresses Mariette Hartley and Suzanne
Somers, and the epistolary work of comedienne Louie Anderson, Dear Dad: Letters From An

Adult Child. The psychological expose by Mic Hunter, Abused Boys: The Neglected Victims
of Sexual Abuse, and the treatment manual, Victims No Longer, by Michael Lew, M. Ed.,
provided me with valuable statistical and anecdotal information to use in my creation of the
complex psyche of Neal Wilkinson. Probably one of the most interesting parts of my research
came from my perusal of Suzanne Somers' second book, Wednesday's Children: Adult

xviii

Survivors of Abuse Speak Out. In this work, celebrity and non-celebrity survivors of abuse
relate their experiences in their own words. The interesting component of this work was the
various ways in which actors escaped their turbulent childhoods through their profession, an
escape I envision Neal making throughout his acting career.
After completing my research, I began composing my skeletal story line. Principal in
the outline were Neal's inability to commit to a personally intimate and satisfying relationship,
and his fluidly erotic history. From the moment I began toying with the idea of Neal's bisexuality, I wanted this to be presented as a positive or salvageable aspect of his character.
Neal's chief failing is his inability to trust and connect with others in a romantic sense. As
an explanation for the roots of this failing, I constructed his traumatic sexual history,
including an early incident of childhood sexual abuse and a later event of adolescent sexual
assault. It was addressing this victimization from a male point of view that initially attracted
me to this project.
With my research complete, I began the task of writing my novel. This task was both
exhilarating and trucing as I tried to write a disciplined prosaic work that was emotionally
honest. The major problem I've grappled with in revision is the general timeline of the story.
In preparation for this task, I constructed a linear timeline of Neal Wilkinson's life. While the
original draft contained a shattered timeline, the adolescent journal entries and the sexual
abuse and rape images were clustered in the novel's conclusion, slightly deadening the
dramatic intensity of each individual scene. Through consultation with my committee, I have
further "shattered time's arrow" (Dillard 22) and distributed the journal entries and sexual
abuse/rape and quasi-rape scenes throughout the work, creating what Annie Dillard calls in
her critical work, Living by Fiction, a "narrative collage" (21). "The use of narrative collage
... enables [me, the] writer, to recreate, if [I wish], a world shattered, and perhaps senseless
and certainly strange" (Dillard 24).
My most difficult task as a novelist has been disciplining my tendency to over-explain
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my characters and their story, not trusting the readers to make their own discoveries in my
work.

Writing Forced Entries has been both an intensely personal experience, and an

experience of letting go of my insecurities in conveying the story.

Dillard defines

"contemporary modernists" (20) as "thoughtful interpreters, instead of doing research or
criticism -- they doodle on the walls of caves, ... [making] art objects which must themselves
be interpreted" (13). Through my writing and researching of Forced Entries, my task has been
to soften my brush strokes and allow my doodles to speak for themselves. The following is a
result of this effort.
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Entering Pandora's Court
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Random Note #1
Someone told me about retracing my steps once, extolling with awe and wonder the
merits of this act. "Just go back," the woman said. "Go over every inch of the day's terrain
until you find what you've lost." But, when you've lost bits of yourself, bits of your past, where
do you begin? How far back do you go to find those missing pieces? And, if fve lost the bits
intentionally, what dangers lurk in their retrieval?
When I was fifteen,. I gave my mother a crystal swan, or at least it looked like crystal.
In reality, the swan's body shimmered with the cheap glory of carnival glass. The swan, a
soap dish, shattered one day due to my clumsiness. My mother's furious voice rose above the
shards of the cheap swan as I cowered in the bathroom corner. "I can't have anything," she
raged. "I can't have anything I want! The one thing, the one thing I wanted, you broke!
Damn you, Neal! You spoil everything."
In the middle of the night, I crept downstairs and fished the jagged shards out of the
trash, spending hours trying to reassemble my mother's precious swan. If only I could fix this,
I reasoned, everything else would simply fall into place, all the pieces would fit. The broken
glass cut my fingertips, and blood mingled with the glass dust on the fake marble kitchentable top. The more I cut myself, the more I tried to build a swan. Finally, exhausted, I swept
the glass back into the trash can, mopped up my coagulating blood, and went to bed.
A month later, I bought my mother a new swan and presented it to her in a brilliantly
colored gift box covered with a huge lime-green bow.

My mother ripped through my

wrappings, opened the box and silently examined its contents. "A swan," she said without a
trace of recognition. "It's very pretty. Thank you, Neal." Giving this gift was my only hope
of atonement, and she politely ignored its significance. Later, when I told her it was just like
the broken one, just like the one I'd broken, my mother stared blankly before saying in a light,
wistful tone, "A swan. I had a swan? Funny, I don't remember it."
There's so much I don't remember. And what I do remember hurts so badly I have to
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push it down inside and hope it can't find its way back to the surface. If it doesn't show, then
I'm okay.
That's always been my motto. Cover it up before somebody sees it. But, I can only fit
so much inside of me before I explode from the sheer force of all of those sunken pieces trying
to surface.
My plan is to sift through all the scraps of my life until I find all of the missing pieces.
If I have the strength to do that, maybe I can make sense of it all and survive the explosion.

New York
September 23, 1993
"Cool Water?" Kiki's flat, disinterested voice cuts through the darkness as I squirm

in the adjacent make-up chair, adjusting my stiffening neck against its smooth leather
headrest. I try to ignore her question, knowing that any exchange between us ends in an
argument, and I'm not in the mood. My eyes are closed and I am thinking about the Pandora
dream as Magda, our make-up artist, gently applies a heavy coating of foundation to my right
cheekbone in an effort to conceal some newly-formed blemishes. My skin feels drawn and tight
as the sticky liquid rapidly dries, transforming into a beige powder.
"Don't move, we're just about finished," Magda mumbles in a preoccupied voice, a spare
make-up brush clenched between her teeth. The firmness of her directive is emphasized by
the meticulous strokes of her sponge applicator.
Cautiously, I open my left eye and sneak a peek at Kiki who is expectantly staring at
me. Her narrow jaw gapes open and closes as she lazily works on a large wad of pink bubble
gum, absent-mindedly volleying it across her active tongue. Her bare, bone-thin calf is hiked

provocatively over the chair's right armrest. She rhythmically bounces her dangling foot in
slow, consistent, circular movements. My eyes return to her gaunt, bespectacled face, a face
noticeable for its striking bone structure and a pair of innocent eyes of steel-blue. Her lips are
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thin and cruel, even in their present vacant expression. As I stare at her, those blue eyes roll
impatiently toward her teased mound of bleach-blonde hair.
''Your cologne," she says with a tired sigh. "Is it Cool. Water?"
"What? Oh, my cologne -- Davidoft's Cool Water. Yes -yes, it is." My words come
from my mouth in a groggily unorganized manner as if I've just been given ether.
"I'm allergic," Kiki says in her nasal way as she abruptly swivels her chair away from
me and looks at the small color television sitting on the mauve formica counter top.
"Hold still, Neal, and close your eye," Magda barks with the voice of a disapproving
mother. I catch a glimpse of her warm, dark face, framed by a nest of unruly dreadlocks, a
voodoo princess with a heart of gold, a large silver earring glistening on her left ear.

"I said

close your eye!"
I obediently comply with her request, and the gentle stroking of the make-up sponge
against my cheek resumes. With the outside world temporarily shut out, I drift back into my
memories of my dream. I have this recurring dream about the mythological Pandora. In the
dream, she seductively entreats me to open her forbidden box, asking me to become her
accomplice in releasing every evil into the world. Pandora has haunted my dreams since
childhood, the complexity of the dream growing proportionally with the complexity of my life.
Some of the images are obvious and concrete, sharp and clear as glass: my parents, Mrs.
MacMillian who was my sixth grade teacher, and the red transistor radio all have recognizable
roots in my past. Other images are more illusive and mysterious, carrying a vague threat as
they defy a concise definition. The dull ache in my chest cavity amplifies their undecoded
threats. These obscure images call me back to the dream as I grapple with the meaning of
Pandora and the dolls. I always have this dream when rm stressed-out or reminded of the
place where I grew up; at this moment, I am both.
"Okay, lover, you can relax now." Magda's voice calls me back from the darkness. "My
magic fingers have once again performed their miracle." I open my eyes to see Magda's broad
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smile giving an approving appraisal of her work. I swivel myself toward the wall of mirrors
and inspect her work. Magda's art is the art of erasure. She skillfully erases or masks my
facial flaws, creating the illusion of physical perfection, the scar below my left eye vanishing
through the touch of her gentle hands. Through Magda's magic shading and highlighting, I
can momentarily ignore my own self-deprecating interior voices, and appreciate my reflection.
"Not bad work for a kid from Cabrini Green, is it?"
"Not bad at all, Maggie," I say as I examine my face, my fingertips gently stretching
the slightly loose skin under my chin. "I almost look as young as my character." I smile
ruefully after saying this, feeling self-conscious about my own positive assessment. "Don't get
a big head" is what my mother always said.
"Child, do not call me 'Maggie.' Maggie Brown is a knobby-kneed, buck-toothed girl
from Chicago. Magda Broullet is a glamorous make-up artiste extraordinaire -- on some halfassed soap in New York City."
"Excuse me, madam!" I say with mock indignation as I hold out a cheap brandy snifter
full of quarters. "Sole Survivors is not a soap! Sole Survivors is a daytime drama!"
I solemnly complete my dead-on impression of our executive producer, Patrice
Cornwell, and rattle the quarters with a shake of the glass. Duly chastised, Magda pulls a
quarter from her jeans pocket and drops it into the glass.
"Third one this week," she growls and gives me a resentful stare. "I wish Patrice had
never seen that goddamn movie, Tootsie!"
Both of us begin loudly giggling as Kiki glares at us over her skeletal shoulder. She
hesitates for an overly dramatic moment before hissing an insistent, "Shhh!"
Magda abruptly stops laughing and sashays over to Kiki. "fd be careful whom I
shush, Missy-Thing. If I get pissed, I might not camouflage that rather unattractive bump in
the middle of your scrawny nose."
In reply, Kiki nonchalantly blows a huge bubble with her pink bubble gum, and then
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pops it, her cool, aloof expression never changing. Magda snickers as she settles into her usual
seat on the formica counter top as the opening credits for Sole Survivors begin rolling across
the television screen. I see my face, or, more precisely, an artist's sanitized and glamorized
representation of my face, positioned to the left of the title logo. My name, Neal Wilkinson,
floats below my portrait as the cheesy theme music swells. On the other side of the logo, the
wind-swept image of Kiki, whose stage name is Kendra Fairchild, materializes on the small
rectangular screen. Her hair is not its signature-teased helmet of blonde locks, but loose and
wind-blown, the pencil-drawn tresses dancing around her perfectly sculpted cheeks. Our
fictitious counterparts are deeply enmeshed in a steamy romance and are both suspects in the
February-sweeps murder mystery. In reality, our relationship runs the narrow range of
emotions, from studied indifference to mutual dislike. The tension in our relationship has
intensified since I've landed the lead in a movie-of-the-week entitled Patient 69.
Our images rapidly dissolve and are replaced by sketches of the other cast members.
The images are grouped by story-line, all framing the feminine, cursive logo. As a result of
these groupings, I stare at a rapid succession of strangers and friends gliding across the
screen. The actors are grouped by their story-line. In the show, as in my life, the strangers
greatly outnumber the friends. Our images are replaced by the adultery story-line, the
infertility story-line, the incest story-line, and the terminal illness story-line, respectively, each
crisply sketched image dissolving effortlessly into its replacement.
Davis Miller, my best friend, materializes, clutching his character's love interest,
Grayson Todd. Davis' character provides our bored viewers with a shirtless, romantic rebel
fantasy to get them through their dreary afternoons. In the sketch, his upper body is exposed,
taut and well-defined, and his face holds a sexy, rebellious smirk, a look designed to ignite any
housewife's hidden desires. In real life, Davis' appearance is more puckish and mischievous,
its allure drawn from an entirely unconventional sense of style, the style of a fearless explorer
testing boundaries with every moment. He seduces his fans on the screen by exuding a
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dangerous and playful attitude that transcends other's more finely chiseled features. His "justrolled-out-of-bed" demeanor and his raspy, smoke-damaged voice attract attention both on and
off-screen. The truly extraordinary thing about Davis is his complete inability to fathom this
seductive edge. The rest of us are vain as hell, desperately trying to make the most of every
tiny asset, but Davis just does what comes naturally. His genuineness, both physically and
personally, has saved my ass on several occasions as he exercises his rights as my selfappointed bullshit meter. Davis told me once he thought I was strong. I laughed, but he
insisted. "You've -- you've been through it. I don't know what exactly, but -- there's a lot going
on inside, Neal, and - you kept it together and went for what you wanted." Even though later
in our relationship he'd have to pick up the pieces after my breakdown, he still thinks rm
strong.
The final sketch in the montage, a portrait of the soap's grande dame, Iris Manning,
dwarfs the previous images with its regal countenance and physical proportions. An attractive
woman of fifty, Iris plays my mother on Sok Survivors. She has been with the soap for
twenty-five years, since its premiere, and loves recounting the soap's bizarre history.
According to Iris, the soap's title comes from an unseen apocalyptic tornado which destroyed
several small Mid-western communities. The lone survivor from each community moved to
a central, undamaged location and founded the small community of Hope, Kansas. This
community history was initially delivered via a dead-panned voice-over by a minor stage actor
named Walter Bancroft. Walter played Iris' father on the soap, and the two had a wellpublicized, steamy affair off-screen. Iris can never tell this story without at least two straight
bourbons and several fits of laughter. "The clincher," she stated after her last recollection of
the soap's saga, "is the state. Kansas, for Christ's sake, as if we're doing a dramatic rendition
of The Wizard of Oz. Oh well, it was 1968 when we premiered, and the standards of realism
were far less stringent than today's." Her character, Stormy Weatherby-Saxton, was only
nineteen when Sole Survivors premiered. Iris celebrated her own twenty-fifth birthday after
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her fifth day of shooting the soap, and the discrepancy between their ages is a constant
irritation to her.
Iris keeps my ass in line, warning me when my off-screen behavior is too provocative,
and praising me when it's exemplary. I was cast seven years ago as her nineteen-year-old
illegitimate son, Blaine Weatherby, because of our physical similarities. Both of us are
brunette, brown-eyed, and of a medium complexion and build. Oddly, we both have similar
mannerisms in our hand gestures and body language, including the way we hold and smoke
a cigarette, pinching it between one thumb and index finger, a la James Dean.
I was hired as an insult to Iris. Blaine left for summer camp in 1985, a precocious and
decidedly pre-pubescent eleven-year-old, and returned in the fall of the same year, a sullen and
seductive nineteen-year-old. Our executive producer, Ms. Patrice Cornwell, was pissed at Iris
over contract negotiations, and decided to age both Blaine and Stormy. Iris could have been
a real bitch to me because of my delicate position in this power struggle, but she was just the
opposite, helping me with camera markings and tedious dialogue run-throughs.
Ms. Cornwell probably regrets her decision to hire me. She's a very conservative blue-

blood who's not very receptive toward "alternative life-styles." My last lover was female, but
there have been others, and I've not been totally discreet. When I met Cam, Patrice hinted
at her suspicions and warned me against pursuing. True to form, I went after him with a
vengeance and lived to regret it. Maybe Patrice was right. I do better when I'm alone;
relationships only fuck things up for me.
I was shocked when my agent told me I'd won the role, because I didn't see myself as
conventionally seductive, and because I was twenty-seven when they hired me. My agent,
Virginia Perry, told me it was the sullen quality of my screen test that won over the producers.
I possessed the key elements of teenaged rebellion they were looking for when they were
retooling Blaine. The producers were also impressed with my ability to cry on cue. Since I
began acting, I've always been able to start crying when necessary; it's the stopping that's the
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hard part for me.
As the credits conclude and a commercial begins, Kiki spins her chair toward me so

rapidly that Magda has to jerk her legs up to avoid being clipped by the arm rest. Kiki stares
at me like a tigress evaluating a piece of raw meat, before she leans forward with a sly grin
on her face and begins speaking.
"Hey, Neal," she purrs, "what's it feel like to be leaving for a location shoot?"
"Fine, I guess. Why do you ask?" I say, noticing Magda's brow furrow as she evaluates
Kiki's sudden talkativeness.
"Oh, no reason. It's just that -- well, I was up for a part in that film. What's it called?

Patient 69, and anyway, my agent said I was a shoe-in until -" Kiki takes a healthy drag off
of her cigarette before continuing. Her perfectly manicured hand retreats from her mouth and
assumes its place on the leather arm rest, the cigarette burning uselessly at her side. "Well,
first I hear you got the title role, and then I find out they've hired someone else for my part."
She stares at me while stubbing out the nearly unused cigarette in a small glass ash tray
resting near her on the counter-top. "I just thought it was a bit odd, them hiring you and
shafting me. My agent was wondering if you'd have said anything to the casting director that
would have made them dump me, but I assured him that wasn't the case. After all, Neal,
we've worked together for years, and I'd know if you had a problem with me, wouldn't I?"
"Look, Kiki, I didn't say a thing. They wanted an ethnic actress for the nurse. It had
nothing--"
"I can play an ethnic role." Kiki's eyes narrow to slits as she says this.

Magda starts laughing a pitiful, disgusted laugh before saying, "Girl, the only ethnic
role you can do is a skinny Scandinavian." Magda shakes her head, allowing an incredulous
sigh to escape from her lips as she rises, and begins gathering her scattered supplies. "Ethnic,
my ass."
Kiki ignores her and keeps her gaze welded to me. "Anyway, Neal, I hope you enjoy
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the shoot. Since you're from Illinois, I'm sure you will. We'll all be waiting here when you
decide to come back." She begins to tum away from me and I relax slightly before she whips
the chair back and once again faces me. Her expression is one of studied concern, Expression
Number Five in her seven-expression acting repertoire. "Neal, isn't the character you're
playing in Patient 69 kinda nuts? Won't that be hard for you, considering ..."
"Damn it, Kiki!" Magda hisses as she pitches some eyebrow pencils into an open
drawer.
"What? All I'm saying is I'm worried about how playing a lunatic will affect Neal,
seeing as how the role hits a little too close to home." Kiki finished this speech with a selfsatisfied grin, her venom-dipped arrow hitting its bull's eye. "It hasn't been that long ago
since Neal had all of that trouble in this very room."
"Kiki, if you don't shut up, I'm gonna show you my skill at creating bruises, and I
won't be usin' any half-assed make-up to do it!" Magda says. I wish the both of them would
just disappear. I don't need a tormentor or a defender today. I need to be left alone.
"Ease off, Mags," I say, trying to end this. The tightness in my chest amplifies the
threat of Kiki's attack and confirms that I have no chance for a graceful exit; I have no choice
but to fight. In my mind, a frightened voice begins warning me to man the battle stations.
"Careful, Neal. Be very careful of her. She's trouble." The voice is a familiar one, my own
adolescent voice warning me of danger. Back then, they called me "Wilky," and my protective
mental voice has assumed that name. Wilky means well, but he tends to be a pain in the ass.
According to him, I'm too stupid to protect myself and deserve every bad thing that happens
to me. Wilky was raised by my parents, and in his harsh tone, it shows. I draw in a deep
breath and begin trying to end this. "Look, Kiki. I had nothing to do with your not being
hired, but you're not going to believe that, are you? I took this role because it was a change
of pace from Blaine wet-nursing your whining bitch of a character, Clarissa. I'm tired of
playing Mr. There-there to your over-aged adolescent imitation of a 'woman with depth.'"
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"You pompous little prick --" Kiki begins before I cut her off.
"And on the subject of nuts, I am extremely well-versed.

Not all of them are

institutionalized or carted out of make-up rooms to a friendly neighborhood rehab. Some nuts
just sit around blaming everyone else for the fact that they are pathetic overgrown prom
queens with too much beauty and too little talent!"
The sound of applause punctuates my last emphatic statement. Iris Manning stands
relaxed and extremely poised, in the make-up room's doorway, her lithe body wrapped in an
ecru satin robe, her hair concealed beneath a spectacular turban of the same shade and fabric.
Her face sports a superior, sardonic grin as she speaks, "I think I've walked into a room full
of actors. If only the academy could see these performances, I'm sure you'd all be nominated
for 'Best Tantrum on a Daytime Drama."'
"Hi, Iris," I say, a sheepish grin stupidly crossing my reddening face.
"Neal, I always knew you could wring the emotion out of a scene, but Kendra, Darling,
you surprise me." Iris saunters over to Kiki's make-up chair and firmly grasps the arm rest,
barring Kiki's exit. "If you would put half the energy into your on-screen performances that
you just put into annihilating your co-star, you might even become a reasonably competent
actress."
"Iris, I --" Kiki sputters. Iris has always spooked her a bit, and it's clear that Kiki
wishes the floor would conveniently open and release her from Iris' intense scrutiny.
Iris rises slowly, gracefully, and begins speaking in her grandest voice. "Magda and
Kendra, would you give me a moment to say good-bye to Neal?"
Both nod differentially, and meekly head toward the narrow door. Kiki rapidly exits,
muttering something about her dressing room. Magda offers a weak but heartfelt 'good luck'
before disappearing into the hallway, snickering and shaking her head.
"Nice girls," Iris says as she stares toward the recently vacated doorway. "I especially
like Kendra. Perhaps I'll ask her to share a saucer of milk and a mouse with me after work
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tonight."
"You're incorrigible," I say and chuckle at her sarcasm.
"Yes, I am, aren't I?" Iris says as she reclines in the empty make-up chair, her pose the
epitome of a forties movie glamour queen. "So, how's it feel to be leaving us for a bit of fun
in Hollywood?"
"It's hardly Hollywood, Iris. It's a television movie, for Christ's sake," I say, correcting
her.
"Yes, yes, whatever. It's still something new. Something different, isn't it?"
"I suppose so."
"Then, why aren't you excited? You have eight weeks away from the show, and this
movie will allow you to stretch your wings and soar a bit."
I look at Iris for a long moment before answering. She may be chronologically older
than me, but the excitement in her eyes and voice makes her seem years younger. ''You mean
I should be glad to be leaving Mr. There-there behind for a few weeks and attacking something
fresh."
"Exactly," Iris states as she leans toward me from the opposing seat before a frown
wrinkles her smooth and expertly-rouged complexion. "And stop calling yourself Mr. Therethere."

"Sorry, but that does sort of sum up Blaine's character, doesn't it?" I say as I light a
cigarette. "When I started with the show, I had a definite character and story-line. When I
left a few years ago, I was quickly becoming Mr. There-there. Now, since I've returned, that's
all Blaine does. He comforts your character. He comforts Kiki's character. He comforts Davis'
character. You all emote, and I give you a hug and tell you everything will be okay and
tomorrow's another day. I spout cheesy platitudes and hand out tissues. Blaine Weatherby
is the definitive Mr. There-there."
Another look of concern crosses Iris' face; her brow furrows ever so slightly, and her
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ruby lips draw tightly into a tense red line. After a moment, she begins speaking in a slow,
measured tone. "They've been boosting your story-line lately. I'm sure when you return,
Blaine will be a front-burner character again."
"Yes, and we both know why, don't we?" I say and begin laughing, recalling Patrice's
panicked expression as she discussed my character with me a few months earlier. Blaine was
only being used as a sympathetic ear, then. He had no possibility of a significant relationship
or any current romantic interactions. Since romance is daytime T.V.'s life's blood, Patrice's
research team discussed my character's neutered state with a test group and found an unusual
but prevalent opinion among its members: everyone felt Blaine Weatherby was gay. Being
Ms. Blueblood-Conservative, Patrice nearly popped every blood vessel in her bead after this
enticing tidbit was disclosed. The writers were immediately called in, and a romance was
rapidly manufactured between Blaine and Kiki's character, Clarissa Harcourt.
"Why do you always minimize every accomplishment in your life?" Iris asks with a
slightly exasperated tone, the tension still marring her usually placid face. ''You are a talented
actor who's fortunate enough to be a working actor. You have, both, a soap opera career and
a steady stream of outside offers. I don't understand why you keep seeking out black clouds
when you're surrounded by silver linings."
I throw my head back against the headrest and exhale a long stream of light grey
smoke before responding. "I don't know. I - I just always feel like the good things that
happen are undeserved, and the bad things -- the bad things are inevitable."
"My dear," Iris almost moans as she dramatically adjusts her position in her seat,
always the consummate actress. "Sometimes you depress the hell out of me."
"Why?"
"Because you're such a fatalist. You're a charming, reasonably attractive young man
who has everything going for him, and you choose to see your life as dog shit."
"Not dog shit, really," I correct her, my eyes focusing on my slightly clenched fist.
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"Just -- not quite right, ya know?"
"No, I don't know," Iris says with a rueful smile.
"Look, Iris, I'm thirty-five years old. I can't sustain a decent romantic relationship.
And I have a career that alternates between inert, frustrating, and vaguely promising. The
trouble with the latter is it only serves to frustrate me more."
"How so?"
"I start to hope. I start thinking this may be the big break, this may be what proves
I'm an actor."
"Neal, you've been nominated for an Emmy, for Christ's sake! No one refutes your
talent."
I shake my head as I expose the refuting voice. "I do. I refute it all the time. It used
to drive Zoey crazy because I was never good enough for me."
"Speaking of Zoey --"Iris ventures hesitantly.
"Please, don't!" I say rather sharply. I soften my tone before continuing. "Don't play
matchmaker, Iris, because there's nothing left to match. Zoey and I are history and, like all
history, we should be catalogued, shelved, and forgotten."
"Nonsense," Iris huffs before retreating from the subject as she catches sight of my
razor-sharp glare. ''What about this movie role you're leaving us for? It sounds like one hell
of a good part." I laugh as Iris states 'one hell of a' with precise enunciation.
"It's the best thing I've ever been offered, which scares the hell out of me. What if I
can't cut it? What if I'm not ready for this role?"
"Bah!" Iris dismisses my neurotic rambling with a wave of her hand. I notice her age
is only apparent in the wrinkled flesh and prominent veins of this hand. "I'll hear none of this
insecure negativity crap. If you couldn't handle the role, it wouldn't have been offered to you.
Now, tell me, are you all prepared for leaving tomorrow?"
''Yeah, Davis is driving me to the airport. He's staying at my loft while his condo's
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being renovated. He'll be looking after Ms. Bernhardt, too, while I'm on location."
Iris chuckles at the mention of Ms. Bernhardt. "That damn cat of yours is treated
better than any of the rest of us."
"That's how it should be," I say, teasing her. Iris is allergic to cats. "She's the
founding feline of daytime drama."
"When do you begin filming?"
"In three weeks. I'm going to do some character research and get my parents' home
ready for sale."
"Oh, that's right. You're from Illinois."
"Regrettably. Well, anyway, I like Chicago, and that's where I'll be filming most of the
exterior work."
An androgynous technician in khakis and a flannel shirt appears in the make-up room

doorway, interrupting our discussion. The technician wears a headset and carries a glistening
metal clipboard. "Excuse me," she says. "Mr. Wilkinson, you're needed on the set in about five
minutes, and Ms. Manning, they're ready for you now."
Iris rises and stretches her long, ballet dancer arms. "Come to Iris, Love." Her arms
envelop me in a warm and welcome hug. ''You stop all of this nonsense about not being
prepared for this role, and act your ass off. Good-bye, Neal. Have a nice trip."
"Bye, Iris," I reply as we exchange kisses on the cheek and she begins to leave.
Iris pauses in the doorway and gestures toward the flickering television screen, her
glamorous image smiling at us from a vine-covered doorway. "Now, if an old dame like me can
convince everyone I'm still young enough to wear that hideous get-up -- you can convince them
you're a Barrymore."
"Yeah, the only problem is, fm probably Drew."
"You're hopeless. Be good," Iris says as she laughs and shakes her finger at me before
disappearing behind the pale grey walls surrounding the smoke grey door frame.
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For a moment I am alone in the make-up room. I slowly survey the familiar room
containing four grey leather swivel chairs with chrome trim, a mauve marbleized counter top
bordering the walls, and a small television. My eyes are drawn to my small image moving
across the screen. I retrieve the remote and turn up the volume.
"Clarissa, I -- I don't remember a thing about that night. I know we both fought with
Mercury, but--" Blaine's voice breaks off with emotion.
"But, I need you to remember," Clarissa says as her portrayer, Kiki, appears on the
screen. "I need you to remember that I left the party with you. If you can't remember -- I
have no way to prove I didn't kill him."
"I'm sorry," Blaine replies stoically as Clarissa bursts into defeated tears and he draws
her close to his side, attempting to comfort her.
Self-consciously, I quickly shut off the s~t and_ st~ out my small remnant of a cigarette
in Kiki's discarded ashtray. My hand traces the smooth sharp edge of the counter top where
the ashtray rests as I recall Kiki's reference to my most recent mental melt-down. My mother
used to call them "little spells."
"Oh, there's nothing wrong with Neal," she said once to the school principal over the
phone. "He's just having one of his 'little spells.'"
The "spell" I had in this make-up room five years ago consisted of me crawling
underneath one of these smooth formica counter tops and screaming and crying for about forty
minutes -- until Davis was called to coax me out. Right after that was my first involvement
with the psychiatric community. A colorful woman with gypsy jewelry, Madame Freud tried
to coax out my personal demons and find the cause of my "spells," but I was ostensibly
uncooperative. Not that I didn't try, but I couldn't remember things. She kept asking me
what my childhood was like, who were my friends, what happened before the first little "spell."
She kept asking and I kept drawing blanks. I remember bits and pieces of my family and
their town, but nothing substantial or tangible to help Madame Freud cure me. The only
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things I could remember were my dreams, because they were so vivid and detailed. That's
how I began writing them down in a journal. I began trying to present them to Madame
Freud so she could cure me and stop the 'spells'. Then I became impatient with the tedious
process of self-analysis and told Madame Freud to "fuck off," but I still keep a diary of my
dreams in a futile attempt at interpreting their symbols.
Madame Freud's real name is Dr. Hannah Pollack. I used to piss her off by calling her
"Madame Freud."
"Neal," she said with exasperation, "I think that nick-name's a bit malicious. I'm not
even a Freudian. I'm schooled in both Jungian psychology and Gestalt therapy."
"Did you say Gestapo?" I asked with a dramatically raised eyebrow.
"No, I said Gestalt, you know, examining the whole from its parts," Hannah said, and
I noticed the crinkling of her brow and her fleshy body sway slightly in her executive desk
chair. Her body was very round and surprisingly refreshing because of the fleshless skeletons
I work with everyday.
I ended our relationship on my thirty-second birthday, October 31, 1989.
"Aren't you afraid of ending your treatment at this critical point?" she asked, her round
face framed with salt and pepper curls.
"I'm always afraid on Halloween," I told her between blowing two perfect smoke rings.
I watched them float toward the vaulted ceiling of her west side office before continuing.
"Cheer up, Madame. I'll be fine. We Wilkinson's have thick skins."
"I don't recommend termination at this point --" the doctor sputtered as I calmly rose
and walked toward the door.
"Bye, Doc. It's been real," I said as I swept into the hall. I expected her to follow me
and needle me until I agreed to come back. I expected her to keep pushing me to reveal more
of myself by chasing me down the hall. I kept expecting her to follow, but she didn't.
As I reached the elevator, I exhaled a long, cleansing breath, and leaned against the
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wall of the unoccupied cubicle before pressing the lobby button. My stomach cringed as the
elevator began its descent. "It's over," an inner voice said as I continued the process of
relaxation, loosening my tight muscles from my shoulders downward. "Pandora's box is closed
and latched, and no unwanted hands are prying at its lock. Everything is safely locked away."

The elevator doors opened, and I began briskly walking through the elegant lobby of the office
building as an odd thought crossed my mind. The voice of relief that mentioned Pandora was
not my own, but my mother's voice.

My mother taught me to keep secrets. When I was five, I said "Dad's drunk" at a
family reunion, and was swiftly and ceremoniously spanked for revealing secrets, or, as my
mother called it, "telling lies." "Don't you ever tell those lies again!" my mother's voice called
over my stooped body as she swatted my ass. ''Your father's a good man, a good provider, and
I won't have you telling these people lies about him."
She kept swatting until I said I was sorry and admitted my "lie."
A few years back, I did this interview for a soap fan magazine, and related a story
about my father drunk and stumbling through the house at midnight while my mother,
brother and I cowered motionless on the couch, trying to remain unseen. I thought it was kind
of funny, kind of bizarre, and kind of summed up my family nicely.
The day the magazine hit the news stands, my mother called. ''What kind of crazy talk
is this?" she yelled through the phone. "How can you make up such lies about someone who's
dead, someone whose funeral you were too busy to attend!"
"Mom, hold on," I said as I sunk down in my rocking chair. "That happened a lot. You
remember, we did that all the time."
"No, we didn't. Your father was a good man, and now the whole town thinks he was
a drunk. How am I supposed to hold my head up when everyone in Holiday is whispering
behind my back?"
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"Mom, I'm sorry. It's no big deal. Lots of people get drunk. I'm sure no one's even
read that stupid article."
''Well, fine, then," she said, dismissing my apology. "I just wanted to tell you not to
spread such wild tales again."
"Mom, I'm sorry," I said "I didn't realize how upset you'd be."
"That's all right," she said calmly, without a trace of her previous anger. "We won't
talk about it again."
"But, Mom --" I began to say, but it was too late. She'd already hung up.

The shrill ring of the hallway telephone interrupts my thoughts as I run to answer it.
I'm expecting a call from Virginia and don't want to miss it.
"Hello," I say in a raspy voice. The dryness of my throat tells me how long I've been
silently pouring over my notes.
"Yes, may I speak to Neal Wilkinson, please?"

A woman's voice, polite and

professional, cuts through the silence of my apartment.
"Speaking."
"Mr. Wilkinson," the voice says as it relaxes slightly with a hint of hesitancy in its
business-like demeanor. "This is Ms. Steele, from Homestead Realty in Holiday. Our firm has
been looking after your parents' home since your mother took ill."
''Yes," I respond, only half listening to what the woman is saying. Something about
her voice is vaguely familiar.
''Well, Mr. Wilkinson, there's been a bit of a problem. I wanted to make you aware of
it as soon as possible, and your agent, Ms. Perry, gave me this number. Mr. Wilkinson, a few
nights ago someone broke into the house and did some minor vandalism."
"Vandalism?"
"Oh, nothing major, just some kitchen supplies thrown about. It's more of a nuisance
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than anything. No property damage. I'm just calling to let you know about it and to see if
you're still coming to town this evening?"
"Yes, I'll probably get in later tonight."
"I've gone ahead and contracted with the cleaning crew. They should be finishing up
about now." The voice is deeper and coarser than I remember it.
''Thank you, do I--"
"I just want to recommend that you check the contents of the house as soon as possible.
Just in case anything valuable is missing."
"Oh - uh, okay. Listen, I know this sounds strange, but your voice sounds familiar.
Do I know you?"
The woman begins laughing self-consciously. After composing herself, she says simply,
"It's Joy."
"Joy --" I say absent-mindedly, trying to place the name, before it slowly dawns upon
me. "Oh my God, Joy Steele, is that you?"
"Yes, Neal, I didn't want to bother you, but -- well, how are you?" Joy's professional
voice slowly relaxes as a softness replaces her no-nonsense courtesy.
"I'm -- fine, I guess. Why are you still in Holiday?" My thoughts are jumbled as I
recall our past. She was the only person in my graduating class who hated Holiday as much
as I did.
"Oh, I got married and divorced -- three times," she says with an exhausted sigh. "I
don't know -- I guess I just never was together enough to leave. But, you're another story, Mr.
Television Star. Why are you coming back?"
"I'm filming a movie in Chicago. I thought I'd go through Mom's things and get the
house ready for sale."
"So you'll be staying a while." I wonder ifl really hear a bit of excitement in her voice.
"A couple of weeks, but don't spread it around. This is definitely a low-profile visit."
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"Of course. Well, listen, Neal, my other line's ringing, so I have to go. Give me a call
when you get into town." There is a moment's pause before Joy's voice returns to the phone.
"Wait, Neal. I need to know where to leave you the key. Is under the front mat okay?"
"Sure, I guess. Listen, thanks for taking care of things. See Yc;>U in a few days, okay?"
"Okay. See you later." The receiver clicks in my ear and she is gone.
Pandora keeps coming back to me. I've dreamt of her three times in the past month.
If I write down every detail of the dream, maybe it will start to make some sense. I hope so,

because I'm sick of black clouds and this nagging sense of being out of control. That's the
problem during my "little spells." I'm swallowed up by this black cloud and I lose all of my
silver linings in its darkness. With nothing but darkness around me, I inevitably retreat into
neurotic episodes of fear and depression. I can still hear Wilky's smart-assed voice chanting,

"Time to open the box, Kiddo," but I'm too afraid to comply. What if I'm not strong enough to
face the things inside Pandora's box? Or, worst, what if there's nothing inside the box at all?

"You're such a fucking chicken, Neall" Wilky hisses in my head. I hear his voice
whenever I become too sure of myself, the unyielding voice of my own self-judgment. "Come

on, Neal, open the box/ Time to open the fuckin' box, Kiddo. You've backed out too many times
before. It's time to put an end to it. It's our only chance."
Wilky's words echo in my head as the technician taps me on the shoulder and motions
me to come to the sound stage.

Outside Holiday, Illinois
September 24, 1998
Five miles outside of Holiday, I pull my rented car onto a side road and, in the midst
of withering cornfields, park it. What was I thinking? I must have been out of my fucking
mind to think I could come back here, could face this place and put it behind me. The shit
with my family and my adult life is just the icing on the cake. Holiday's the cake, a big
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fucking, moldy cake, covered with flies and maggots, and I'm supposed to take a bite of it
without gagging, and I can't. I can't do this. I've never fit into this town and now I'm back.
I have to be nuts!

"That's what they've tried to tell you," a familiar voice calls from inside of my head.
Wilky's sing-song voice speaks as if he's calling home successful players of hide-and-go-seek.

"You've always done what they've wanted."
"What?" I ask myself aloud, the smoke from my shrinking cigarette curling freely from
my nose and mouth.

"Whatever they've said about you, you've believed," Wilky continued. ''You ran away
from here because you thought they were right. You thought you were some pathetic freak just
because you didn't play their games. Then, after you escaped and found out that they were
wrong, that you weren't the freak they called you, you were still too afraid to come back."
"That's not true. I -- I just can't breathe when I'm here," I say defensively, shifting my
position on the hood of my car.
''You can't breathe anywhere! There's always some excuse to run away -- from Cam and
Zoey, from your job, even from this goddamn little nothing town! Jesus, you're pathetic!"

Wilk_y's angry, exasperated words hit me hard and, unlike Holiday, there is no convenient
escape from their fiercely accurate blows.
"What are you so sore at me for?" I sputter as the crickets chirp in the surrounding
fields.

"Look, stupid! If you run away this time, we're finished. And I don't just mean I won't
speak to you again. I mean 'we're finished.' We won't survive this. If you run now, we're dead.
You know it and I know it/ So, ·make up your mind, asshole, and stop wasting my time/"
The silence following Wilky's speech is suffocating, a silence to drown in. I think about
what he's said. If I leave here, I'll never come back. I know this. I also know this is my last
chance to fix my life. If I don't face all of my past, including Holiday, I'll not survive the next
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breakdown. "Okay, Wilky," I hiss as I toss my smoldering butt into the field. "I'll do it. Now
shut the fuck up!"

"You won't hear a peep from me -- unless you start wussing out again." Wilky's
mocking cackle punctuates his victory over me.
I stride over to the car door, hop in and start the engine. The headlights hit the
shriveled cornstalks. Cornfields. Goddamn cornfields. All the way from Chicago, these
fucking cornfields surround me, their rigid stalks looking like skeletons, like dead bones rising
from the moist, black earth. They look like prison cell bars, or that's what I thought when I
was a kid in Holiday. Back then, I had it all figured out. I knew the farmers were lying when
they told everyone they planted the com to earn a living. The real reason they planted it was
they were fencing us in, imprisoning us with these orderly com husk bars. Everyone else in
Holiday fell for the lie, but not me. I knew we were all prisoners and that, when they weren't
watching, rd make my escape.
Driving through town, I pass the Elks and Lions Clubs, both flat-roofed buildings of
tan and orange brick, respectively. Inside there are gymnasium-style auditoriums that double
as dance floors, and fully-stocked bars with every cheap domestic beer and wine. They also
contain the hard stuff, lots and lots of whiskeys and vodkas, every imaginable alcoholic
anesthetic. On Wednesdays and Saturdays, the men of Holiday gather here to drink and
forget about the worries of their jobs and families. Traveling through town heading towards
Main Street, I see orderly rows of houses, some with lights glowing from their rectangular
windows, others totally dark and deserted. Occasionally, a tall church steeple towers above
them, some lighted, and some illuminated only by the moonlight. In these buildings, the men
of Holiday spend their Sundays, orchestrating the religious practices of the town. A block
south of Main Street, the Lutheran church my family attended stands dark and imposing, a
gothic structure of beige and grey stone. In this building, I learned to honor my father and
mother and to obey them without question. I learned I was their property, something they
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owned and had ultimate control over. Inside those stone walls, I learned everything I ever
hoped for or desired was wrong or worthy of suspicion and contempt. In churches, I lost my
voice and became someone else's property.
The main street of Holiday is typical of a small-town business district in rural Illinois.
A bank, a discount variety shop, a florist and several bars line the orderly, slightly weathered
main street. The bars were my father's sanctuary. In them, he could escape the troubles of
his life, his concern over crops and harvest and, most of all, us. We were barred from the
tavern's interior by invisible lines of conduct and propriety. As a child, I would sit in our car
with my mother and brother, and wait for my father to exit these bars, teetering back and
forth as he walked toward the car. If he didn't come out, my mother would send me into the
bar after him. Adam used to go in after him, but as he grew older, he became more bitter, and
refused to participate in this family game, so the gauntlet was passed down to me. Pd walk
the length of the bar, past the rows of occupied bar stools until I found my father hunched over
a beer or whiskey. The other men would glare at me, angered over a child's intrusion into

their territory. My father would eventually acknowledge me with a slow, deliberate swivel of
his bar stool.
"What do you want?" he'd ask, his head cocked awkwardly from the effects of the booze.
"Mom says we want to go home," Pd respond. Sometimes my father would honor my
request by paying his tab and unsteadily sauntering out of the bar with me. On other
occasions, he'd simply chuckle, shaking his head and winking at his bar buddies, and tum his
back on me. After staring at his back for a moment, I'd· slowly travel toward the exit, the
glaring and sneering faces of the other men silently chiding me for my intrusion.
The main street of Holiday also contains a restaurant, a laundromat and several small
businesses, but it's the bars I remember. I continue driving through Holiday, exiting the
business district and passing the high school. A few miles back, in the dirty booth of some
greasy-spoon truck stop, I began leafing through my old yearbooks, trying to remember my
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classmates. I noticed Joy Steele's photograph on the page opposite mine. I remember her long
ringlets of red hair and her smooth, freckled flesh. My connection with her image is warm and
pleasant.
A wary tension comes as I recognize other photographs. Marcus Rollins, the super-jock
of Holiday, smiles sweetly from the page. His blond, Aryan good looks mask his cruelty and
his sadism. Little Marc liked to watch others suffer. He especially liked watching me suffer,
and spent every free moment of his high school career making sure that ldid suffer. He led
a group of fellow jocks as they taunted and teased me. It was funny because I never had a
conversation with any of these boys, but they were dedicated to making my high school years
hell. I viewed the photographic frozen smiles of Andy "Murph" Murphy, Billy DeMeyer and
Matthew Long with a mixture of hatred and amusement. The power these boys had over me
in the past is diminished by the two-dimensional images on the slick yearbook pages. Even
though their power is diminished, I quickly flipped the page after spotting their faces.
Only one of Marcus' henchmen held any real power over me as I examined these
photographs. Petey Fletcher was my best friend in grade school and junior high. Before we
entered high school, Petey came to me and said we needed to talk.
"What's this about?" I asked, concerned because of his stem expression.
"Look, Wilky, we're going into high school next year and I can't hang around with you
any more," he said quickly, without a trace of emotion.
''What?" I asked, a bit confused and frightened by his words.
Petey turned away from me for a moment, and I was afraid he was leaving. When he
faced me again, his face was angry as he resumed speaking. "Look, Wilky, you just don't get
things. Things are different in high school. The older guys, they -- they don't like you, and
they're planning to make things rough for you and anyone you hang out with."
''What are you talking about?" I asked as I tried to discern whether this was some
stupid joke. "They don't even know me."
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"They know about you," he said abruptly. "They know you're not normal. You're weird
and they don't like it."
"Petey, what the hell --" But he cut me off before I could finish my sentence.
"Listen, Wilkinson, I gotta go. Just don't talk to me any more, okay?" I remember
thinking this was odd, Petey asking my permission for his desertion. "Just leave me alone,"
he said as he mounted his bike and sped off, leaving me in a cloud of gravel dust. I tried to
talk to him whenever we met in town or at school, but Petey's resolve was final; as hard as
I tried, we never spoke again.
As I sat at the diner flipping pages, only one more face stood out in my memory.

Stanley "Stash" Peterson was my high school friend, Wilky's stoned-out sidekick. He was
given the nickname "Stash" because some kids caught him stashing things in the back of his
pants after gym class. Old towels, wash rags and socks were stuffed between Stash's jeans
and his underwear. Everyone laughed at him because of this peculiar ritual -- everyone but
me. I knew why he was doing it. Stash's father routinely beat him, and the rags and bits of
cloth were used as a padding to soften the severity of the blows.
When we were fourteen, Stash missed a week of school Everyone said it was the flu,
but I knew something else was wrong. Stash never stayed home when he was sick because
he was afraid to stay there, afraid of the possible beatings he'd receive if he was underfoot.
When I saw him on Monday, he looked thin and pale. He took me over to a grove of bushes
behind the school and, lifting his shirt, revealed a bruise the size of a basketball covering the
left side of his chest. The bruise was old and discolored, a bluish-purple area surrounded by
green and black patches. His father had beaten him for "mouthing off' and had cracked two
of his ribs. The only thing Stash had said to his father before the beating was the word "why."
He'd questioned his father, and paid for it with broken bones. There were other bruises, other
broken bones. I saw them. I was Stash's silent witness to his father's atrocities. About three
months after the cracked ribs, Stash started using drugs to kill the pain of his father's cruelty.

27

From that moment on, Stash's nickname was used to describe the amount of drugs he had
stashed around his parents' house. We were good friends through most of high school until
he was institutionalized following a mental breakdown. I never saw him again after that.
I'm driving down the rural road that leads to my family's home. The familiarity of the
path confuses me because I haven't driven it in years. Still, every bump and curve is familiar
and I immediately notice any change in the darkened landscape. An old tree has disappeared;
a farm building has burnt to the ground, its charred remains marking its former location. I
drive a bit further and notice a light burning from my family's kitchen. As I pull into the
driveway, I notice several more lights burning in the interior. The cleaning crew must have
left the lights on, I think to myself as I climb out of my car and begin lugging my bags toward
the front door. I stop walking when I notice a woman's form standing in the doorway.
'Welcome home, Mr. Wilkinson," the female voice calls from the glowing doorway. "It's
me, Joy.

I had nothing better to do, so I thought I'd be your one-woman welcoming

committee."
"Joy?" I say as I walk into the light. "My God, Joy, what are you doing here?"
I look at her in the light of the porch and recognize her red hair and freckles from the
yearbook photo. She's aged well, I think, noticing how she's used hairstyle and make-up to
conceal time's imperfections. "You look great," I say as I embrace her in a firm bear-hug.
"It's good to see you," she replies. 'Welcome home, Neal."

Dream Journal
Entry #1

My parents escort me through a narrow institutional corridor. Its walls are painted
a faded shade of dirty-blue, made bleak.er by the dim light coming from a set of ancient, milkglass globes. As I look closely at these walls, I see multiple layers of faint, grubby hand prints
- the hand prints of children. Seeing these ghost-prints, I realize we are walking along the
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third floor of the Holiday Grade School, approaching the door of my sixth-grade classroom,
Mrs. MacMillian's class.
I notice my breathing is rapid and shallow; my palms are sweaty and my pulse races,
sending short, insistent jolts of natural electricity through my chest, throat and temples. The
thought of running crosses my mind, but my parents' tight grip on my hands makes this
impossible. I shoot quick glances at my parents' faces, vainly hoping for some sign of comfort,
but secretly gauging their anger. I notice their scowls. Each face is frozen in a constant scowl,
telling me that I am in big trouble, that I'm going to get it when we get home. Although their
bitter expressions are familiar, their faces appear wooden and unreal to me, a pair of termiteridden wooden Indians grimly dragging me toward the door.
As I begin stammering an apology for some unknown sin, the white globes above us
explode with a brilliant flash of sparks and light. Hundreds of white, gold and blue sparks
rain down upon us and I look up to see their short-circuited source. The electrical fireworks
are both hypnotic and startling as the multi-colored sparks leap from the glowing sockets
before descending toward my face and hands. My hands are released as I refocus my attention
towards the explosion's source, the white globes, hanging perfect and undisturbed above my
head. Confused, I look to my parents for an explanation, but they are gone. The corridor's
appearance is ordinary and undisturbed, with no evidence of the electrical carnage I have just
witnessed. My breathing becomes rapid and panicked as I begin searching for my parents.
I focus on the classroom door, thinking they must have gone inside and are impatiently
waiting for me with Mrs. MacMillian. Shaken by their disappearance, I scurry through the
classroom doorway.
"Neal Wilkinson!" Mrs. MacMillian snaps at me from her position in front of the
classroom. "Neal, where have you been?"
For a moment, I stare mutely at her shriveled, sour face framed by a helmet of jetblack hair. The rhinestone-encrusted frames of her cat's-eye glasses slip slowly past the
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midpoint of her narrow, elongated nose as she glares at me.
"Neal," she barks in a shrill, impatient whine. "Where have you been?"
"I -- my parents -- the bathroom -- the boys, they --" I stammer a disjointed reply as
I notice the gash-like quality of her scarlet mouth, a wound opening repeatedly to share its·
poison with the nearest set of ears.
"Oh, Neal, just sit downf' Her shrill voice cautions she is well beyond her brief
moment of tolerance. "Now!" She punctuates her impatience with this terse edict and the
slapping of her wooden pointer on her immaculate desk top.
As I make my way to a desk, I notice how the size of my body dwarfs the room's
precisely regimented contents. Tall and vaguely muscular, my body is clearly adult, but my
deportment is subservient and childlike. The other children look relatively comfortable in the
small desk/chair combos, b1,1t .I can barely maneuver my body into its tiny, cramped frame. My
knees press against the bottom of the wooden desk top. Ancient bits of chewing gum surround
the perimeter of its underbelly. My back strains against the confining wooden slats of the
chair's back, and my ass hopelessly hangs over the tiny seat. I look down and see my feet, my
tennis shoes spread wide, trapped in an awkward pose, and coming dangerously near blocking
the aisle. I recall MacMillian giving us hell for leaving things in the aisle, but my size and
the desk make it impossible for me to remedy the situation. I remember MacMillian giving
me hell for a lot of things: crooking my arm when I wrote left-handed, talking in class,
laughing too loudly and, generally, my existence in her world. Her bitching kept reaffirming
that it was her world and I was an unwelcome intruder.
"Now, class, where was I? Oh, yes, I was about to read you a story, the story of
Pandora's Box." MacMillian's dower face disappears behind the colorful over-sized bookjacket
of a book entitled Ancient Myths. A damsel-in-distress and her youthful, cupid-like companion
are enveloped by an ominous cloud of black smoke containing several menacing demons
holding swords, knives and pitchforks.
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The other children whisper enthusiastically before MacMillian dramatically clears her
throat and begins reading. Her voice becomes small and distant, and I begin looking at the
others to see if they're paying attention. My only decipherable thoughts concern my parents'
unexplained disappearing act and questioning why MacMillian is such a bitch to me. The
others sit still and motionless, focusing straight ahead with their blank stares. Their bodies
conform admirably to their small desks; their postures are erect and perfect. I stare fascinated
at their still faces. The eyes are wide and gleaming, glass-like, and their mouths are pursed
tightly in silent attention, but something is wrong. I slowly realize these are not children, but
a group of immaculately groomed and posed china dolls. The only features distinguishing their
gender are the differing lengths of their silken hair and their crisply pressed costumes.
"What is so interesting, Mr. Wilkinson?" The harpy's voice snaps me back to our
battle. MacMillian has lowered the book and is staring at me with prune-like contempt.
"I --" My voice falters in a high, childish manner.
"Please, come up here," MacMillian says as her book slaps against the desk top.
"Why?"
"Because I said to!"
I slowly extract myself from the tiny desk and begin walking up the long aisle. I can
hear children's voices nervously commenting upon my fate, but the dolls' bodies are still. As
I arrive at her side, MacMillian focuses on her class of dolls and lifts the massive book from
its resting place.
"Class, I think Neal wants to read for us today. Don't you, Neal?"
Several children's voices titter and comment as I stare up at the massive MacMillian.
While my body is clearly adult, hers is gigantic, towering several feet above me. She roughly
thrusts the book into my weak hands and flips to the story. Her expression is cruelly selfsatisfied as she crows, "Please begin reading where I left off."
"I don't know where that is." My voice is barely a whisper.
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"Why not?" MacMillian's voice comes at me, hard and fast, like a clenched fist.
'Weren't you paying attention?"
I hear children's laughter, and stare intently at the book's tiny print. Each word seems
mysterious and uninterpretable. My temples and throat throb with each pulse beat and I feel
vaguely nauseous.
"Please read from the beginning of the chapter entitled Pandora's Box," MacMillian
says as she moves to the back of the class, leaving me alone in front of the rows of dolls. "You
may begin."
"The lovely Pan-dor-a--" My voice is quivering as I timidly attempt to read the words.
"was -- given -- a box - on her wedding day by --" I pause for an awkward moment, unable
to decipher the next word.
"Continue, Neal." I look up to see MacMillian's self-satisfied grin beaming over the
doll-heads. "Please continue."
"I -- I can't!" I choke out. My throat is dry and tight.
"Why not?" She spits out the words as she struts toward me.
"I -- I don't kn-know the word."
MacMillian begins laughing in a derisive cackle as she stands over me, her arms folded
against her sagging breasts.
I resume staring at the mysterious word, J-u-p-i-t-e-r, my anger and embarrassment
growing as I focus on MacMillian's shadow covering the page and my own cowering form. I
chew hard on my lower lip before relaxing my mouth into a single, beautiful word. "Bitch."
'What did you say?" I look up to see MacMillian's stunned expression.
"Bitch," I repeat with assurance and confidence. The children's voices burst the tense
silence with a peal of laughter. I stare intently at MacMillian, challenging her.
Nervously, MacMillian shifts her attention to the class, her hands clapping as she
speaks. "Class! Class, please be quiet."
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I look at the class and, for a moment, the dolls are alive, their expressions varied and
their limbs stretching in fluid, limber movements. I begin recognizing the children. Stanley.
Joy. Petey and Matthew. For a single, brief moment they are alive and united in rebellion.
My triumphant moment is shattered as MacMillian's huge right palm slaps across my face.
The stinging sensation of her hand's imprint erases the others, refocusing my attention to our
angry duet.
"Young man, I will not have you speaking filth like that in my class!"
I stare defiantly at her eyes through the magnifying glass of her bifocals. The crisp
edges of her irises and pupils are blurry and water-like through the distorting lens.
"Come with me!" MacMillian says as she takes the book with her left hand and roughly
grabs my arm with her right. She leads me to a side group-work table near the hissing
radiator, and slaps the book against the table's surface. After flipping back to the story,
MacMillian grabs the back of my head and roughly pushes it down into the book. My nose
bumps hard against the page. She holds my head down with her bony hand, pressing steadily
against the back of my neck. I feel blood seeping from my left nostril.
"Now, Neal, you will stay here with your nose buried in this book until recess is over."
Her hands are removed from my neck and head, but I don't try to move, fearing their abrupt
and vengeful return. "Class, please get your wraps and line up at the door. Girls on the left.
Boys on the right." I hear the others moving quietly into the cloakroom, the soft rustling of
their coats' fabrics punctuating their silence. MacMillian leans over my body and presses her
lips against my right ear. "You are not to move from this spot. Do you understand me, Neal?"
''Yes, ma'am." My voice is weak and defeated. The blood has formed a small puddle
beneath my upper lip.
Swiftly, MacMillian's body withdraws. Her steps and the unison marching of the other
children signal their departure and my isolation. For a moment I don't move. My eyes are
shut tightly in anger and frustration. My back aches from my awkward position, and my nose
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and face sting from MacMillian's rough treatment. After a moment, I open my eyes and slowly
rise, standing erect beside the blood-stained page of the book. The sound of shattering glass
alerts me to a change in my surroundings. The room is now a darkened and empty cave, the
glow of candles its only illumination. The floor and walls have transformed into an intricate
mosaic of ancient cobblestones, glistening and grey in the golden candlelight. I tum slowly,
focusing on the warm pool of amber light located at the center of the room. A beautiful, dark
woman with plaits of long black hair and a sad face stands in the center of the light-pool. Her
body is slight and graceful, wrapped in a flowing white dress of diaphanous silk, contrasting
her richly-colored mahogany skin. In front of her rests a large, ornately-carved chest of cedar
and gold. Its heavy latch is unclasped, and the massive lock lies broken on the stone floor.
The woman slowly speaks in a matter-of-fact tone. ''You've broken my swan, boy. I am
Pandora."
"Hello!" I say. "I'm Neal -- Neal Wilkinson."
"I know who you are!" Pandora states with an air of royal contempt. She stares with
a mysterious smile forming across her full, cocoa-tinged lips. Is she inviting me to join her or
mocking me? The smile gives nothing away, but gradually her arms raise in an open,
welcoming gesture. It is the gesture of a vampire welcoming her lover, and I immediately go
to her. Those full lips gently graze the soft base of my throat as I linger in her seductive
embrace. Although I had previously felt like a child trapped in an adult's body, I am now
clearly responding as an adult. My body grows increasingly excited from Pandora's touch as
my arms tighten their hold around her yielding form. With a violent, insistent gesture,
Pandora playfully breaks free of my arms and steps nearer the massive cedar box, the scent
of the wood assaulting my nostrils as we draw near it. For a moment, our attention focuses
on the ornate chest, its softly curved golden handles and richly hued wood-grain surface
decorated with ancient gold-inlaid characters. As I lightly run my fingers along these golden
hieroglyphics, I feel Pandora's lips delicately moving against my ear.
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"Do you want to see what's inside?" she whispers.
I turn quickly, looking into her beautiful golden-brown eyes, topaz stones with ebony
centers. Our faces are so close, they're almost touching. For a moment I stare mutely, then
stammer, "No -- I -- I don't think I should."
The mystery smile returns as her hands begin toying with the heavy golden latch.
Playfully, her hands tense and release - tense and release, their delicate muscularity implying
the strength to rip open the chest at any second. Her smile never changes; a smile of intense
focus as she weighs my potential reactions to the box's contents.
"Come on, let's look inside." She teases me as her hands gain strength, slightly raising
the lid with every twitch. "What are you afraid of? Let's do it."
My heart is pounding again. I feel sweat emanating from my palms, armpits, back and
forehead. My hair grows damp with this anxious sweat - flop sweat, I remember other actors
calling it.

Gradually, I am aware of a newly introduced sound. The tinny sound of a

transistor radio receiving a staticky AM signal grows louder with each moment, as an old song
crackles through the minuscule speaker openings.

You don't know what
we can find.
Why don't you come with me, little girl,
on a magic carpet ride.
A male figure approaches from the shadows behind Pandora, carrying the small radio
in his left palm. The radio is a bright red plastic ball with a long silver chain attached to a
shiny key ring. Very sixties. I recognize the radio immediately. It is the first thing that was
mine; I purchased it with my first paycheck from mowing all those goddamn lawns. In high
school, I carried that red radio around from class to class and listened to it during free periods.
The figure is slowly illuminated by the rapidly fading candle light. It is a boy of
seventeen or eighteen with long brown hair falling over the right side of his face. The face
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wears a cock-sure, slightly-stoned expression as I begin to recognize it. The brown eyes are
barely visible through his half-closed lids. The facial expression is harder than I remember
it, and its complexion is younger and smoother, except for an occasional reddish bump, the
legacy of a slight, but persistent, case of acne. As a sarcastic grin broadens across the upturned face, I confirm my identification of it. I stare into my own adolescent eyes, the face of
my teen-aged self. Back then, my friends called me "Wilky." Its cocky expression mocks me
with unhidden contempt, as the music plays on:
You don't know what
we can see.
Why don't you tell your dreams to me,
fantasy will set you free.

Wilky's mouth begins moving in small sporadic increments. Its cruel, mocking grin
broadens as he moves nearer Pandora, his face hovering over her soft, bare shoulder. "Hiya,
Kiddo," Wilky's dopey voice says tauntingly. "What do ya say? Don't cha think it's about time
to do it?"
Pandora nods approvingly, and I can see her smile adopting the boy's cruel, mocking
expression as Wilky continues. "Come on, Kiddo, time to open the box."
With a violent jerk of the golden latch, Pandora flings open her sacred chest, its
contents setting the room ablaze with an intense crimson fire. I glimpse Pandora and Wilky
escaping into the darkness, but I am surrounded by the fire. In the wildly dancing flames, I
see the bright, malignant faces of demons, small and wavering in every snapping spark. As
the sparks leap at me, these demons swing free and enter my unguarded body. The white-hot
pain of their entrance is so intense, I scream, a long blood-curdling cry of fear and anguish.

At this moment, I always awaken from the dream, trapped in the panic of that
dreadful scream. While the scream always startles me, it is not the worst part of the dream's
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aftermath. The physical sensation attached to these first wakeful moments reminds me of the
only times I've felt totally uncensored fear. A tightness in my chest near the base of my ribs,
but not an external tightness -- the grip of this sensation is deep within me. A skeletal hand
passes through my abdominal flesh and grips below my heart, crushing the surrounding lower
tissues, wringing the area free of blood before discarding the useless mass of flesh and
membrane. A clamminess covers my entire body with a dull, empty ache throbbing below my
useless heart.
I've felt this sensation whenever I am threatened: in my school years, confronting my
father, reacting to his death, after being mugged. This bony grip always follows a trauma, a
near-miss. It's the sensation you feel when you reach the highest peak of a roller coaster and
are about to descend, but it is amplified a thousand times and, unlike the carnival's adrenal
rush, I'm never sure when the ride and the sensation will end.

New York
September 24, 1993
I've thought about Madame Freud a lot recently - wondering if she was right, ifl still
need some sort of psychological tune-up. Those outside don't notice anything odd about me;
the facades are still intact -- my career's limping along from one project to another, each
promising artist fulfillment, and each disappointing in the end. Physically, no one comments
on my looking tired, distraught or even stressed. I go to work, do my job, and no one looks
concerned. They smile politely and nod before going about their business. But I know from
the last "little spell" that no one notices until it's too late -- until my insides have shattered,
turned to dust, and begun sifting out through my pores. No one notices until I can't control
my external shell any longer and the fear and panic spill out for all to see.
It's not that no one notices me -- that they're not paying attention. It's just -- it's just
that I'm such a good actor. Once, after watching me cuddle with Kiki during an award
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ceremony press conference, Davis took me aside and whispered, "You know, if these people
only knew about the performances you deliver off-camera, they'd change the name of that
trophy to the "Wilkinson Honorary Award!" I laughed when he said it, but the fact was I was
a little scared by his words. They told me that Davis saw through the minute holes in my act
-- not just today, but all the time -- and he knew when I was genuine or false. Davis can do
that, see through my bullshit. I think that's why we're still friends; I need a bullshit meter.
Whenever my true emotions become too intense, I switch on the "Neal Wilkinson performance
mode" and grin and joke my way through the crowds until I'm safely alone in my dressing
room and can quietly fall apart. I guess that's not so strange, waiting for a private moment
before allowing the mask to fall, but -- with other people it's a conscious choice; they only
conceal emotion when the situation warrants it. My problem is, I can't choose these moments
of concealment. They begin automatically, as if someone has flipped a switch in my brain,
allowing the drawbridge of my emotions to rise or descend, mechanically, without my input.
The drawbridge activates whenever I fear intimacy or vulnerability. It used to bug the hell
out of Zoey, watching my expression become vague and unreadable. "Are you even trying to
listen?" she'd complain as the drawbridge closed. Yes, I was trying, but some self-preserving
instinct overrode my effort and shut her out.
Zoey was the first to ask me when this "closing oft'' began. "I'm on your side," she'd
say, "but you just don't seem to get that. Have you always done this?"
"Always," I'd reply simply, with Zoey and Davis, with Cameron and all of those bodies
before him -- if they'd stumble too near my core, the real me, the bridge would go up and
they'd be locked out. Always.
"When did you start doing this, Neal?" Zoey asked one night in exasperation, tears
staining her cheeks. "I want to love you, but you won't let me. You shut me out and it's -- it's
not normal. When did it start?"
I don't remember its beginnings; the drawbridge has been inside of me for as long as
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I can remember, all the way back to my childhood. I guess that's why I've begun rummaging
through all of this memorabilia: old press clippings, photos, even my high school yearbook,
and why I've decided to go back to Holiday. If I can find the origins of the drawbridge, maybe
I'll be able to gain control of it or tear the damn thing out of me. Maybe.
I guess the idea for the trip back to Holiday came during a phone call from my agent,
Virginia Perry. After I landed the role in Patient 69, she called me at the studio during a
taping break.
"What's up?" I asked as I tried to pop the lid off of a carton of blueberry yogurt with
one hand while clutching a spoon and the receiver in the other.
"Neal, my boy, you are going to kiss the ground I walk on when I tell you what I've
been up to." Virginia's dramatic build-up annoyed me as I slammed down my unopened yogurt
on the telephone.
"Cut the dramatic, Virginia. I'm not in the mood."
"Scene not going well?"
"I'm in a lip lock with Kiki. What do you think?" I said, exhaling smoke from a newly
lit cigarette. "Just tell me your news, and I'll decide if it's worthy of gratitude."
There was a testy pause before Virginia stated, "I got the tapes."
"You what?" I said, crooking the receiver under my chin. I placed the burning cigarette
in an ash tray and used my free hand to open the yogurt.

"The tapes, silly. The patient tapes of Robert Williams, your character in Patient 69."
''You did? How?'' I asked as I slid down the wall and sat in the dingy studio hallway.
"A distant cousin gave us permission for you to listen to them. Well, aren't you
excited? You get to hear his therapy sessions, for Christ's sake. You know, all of the
personalities talking to his shrink. The real voices. Everything. I thought you'd be screaming
with joy."
"I'm just -- I'm surprised. I never thought they'd go for it. Isn't this illegal or
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unethical or something?"
"What?"
"Letting us hear his private sessions. You know, patient privilege or something like
that."
"It's okay as long as his surviving family consents. And since Cousin Howie is his only
living relative and --"
"And?"
"And he needs some money to save the family farm."
"Oh, my God! You bought him off!" I mumbled, the spoon dangling from my open
mouth.
"I made an arrangement," Virginia said, correcting me. "But if you don't want to hear
them, I'll simply call and cancel the offer."
"No, I -- I want to hear them." I again abandoned my breakfast as I absorbed the
news. Robert Williams was Patient 69, a mental patient found wandering the streets of
Chicago in the mid-sixties.

After years of institutionalization and therapy, Williams'

psychiatrist published a paper concerning MPD, Multiple Personality Disorder, using his
patient's case history as a framework for his theories. Robert Williams' psyche had shattered
into seven principle personalities when he reached the age of sixteen.

Several female

personalities shared the boy's body with their male counterparts. This TV bio-flick contained
one of the juiciest male roles of the television season. Access to his psychiatric tapes could
make the difference between a competent performance and an outstanding one. After a
moment, I voice my approval. "Look, Virginia, this is great. How do I get the tapes? When?"
"You can thank me later," Virginia said with a hint of testiness.
"Thank you so much, oh queen of all Acting Agencies," I say, chuckling as I finished
stroking her ego. "Now, when do I get the tapes?"
''Your last day of taping is September 23?"
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"Yeah."
"Well, filming doesn't begin in Chicago until mid-October, so I've arranged for you to
get the tapes anytime after September 24th."
"How? Will they send them to me?"
"No, that's the only problem. You'll have to listen to them in the Williams family's
lawyer's office in Springfield. I guess they're afraid you'll sell them to some tabloid," she said
before asking, "So, aren't you from around there?"
"Yeah, Holiday's about an hour south of Springfield. Why?"
"Well, is there any way you can visit home during your break and--"
"And save the network some money," I said, concluding her thought.
"They're being real tight-asses about any additional money. I was able to charm them
out of the family's fee, but --"
"But since my family's house is only an hour away, could I possibly save them any
money on lodging and crash there?" I resumed eating my yogurt as I considered Virginia's
idea.
"Is that a problem?"
"No -- no, it's just -- I've never really fit in there."
"With your family?" Virginia was raised in a "Leave It To Beaver" type home, and
can't fathom familial disputes.
"No -- well, yeah, I really didn't fit in with them, either, but I was talking about the
town."
"Darlin', when you were there before, you were a horny little teenager, but you're
returning as a star."
"I'm returning as a soap opera actor," I said, unimpressed by her theatrical logic.
"Even better. Those people don't go to movies. They're too busy watchingT.V. They'll
love you now. Trust me."
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"Well, I really need to get my parents' house ready for sale. Since Mom's been in the
nursing home, you've been bitching at me about the maintenance cost." I stop, waiting for
some response.
"So, it's set then. You'll stay in Holiday and do some research."
"Research." I repeated the term as another type of research crossed my mind. "Yeah,
I'll stay there. Tell the guys in the network front office you've saved them the price of a Motel
6."

"Great. I'll call you after I've finalized everything. Kiss-kiss," Virginia said abruptly
as the line went dead with an efficient click.
After hanging up, I started thinking about the possibility of doing some personal
research in Holiday. While there, I could rummage through all of my mother's neatly
categorized and boxed things, exploring the personal archives of my family and myself. Maybe
being back at home will jump-start my memories and give me a clearer picture of myself. If
I can sort through the memorabilia and the garbage, maybe I can sort through myself as well - finding what's lost, missing, and sorting through my internal trash as well.
Most of my things are locked up in my mother's attic, but I have been sifting through
the bits of history that have followed me from Illinois to New York -- my high school
yearbooks, some family and personal snapshots and, of course, my dreams. I've spent a lot of
time trying to write down my significant, recurring dreams, agonizing over every word of each
description until it's precise. I keep questioning myself as I write it all down. Is that the right
color or symbol? Are the sensations I describe accurate? What have the characters said
exactly? I write the dreams in a spiral notebook, and then jot down notes on significant

images or phrases.
I stare back at the half-completed page of my analysis of the Pandora dream, reviewing
every image and phrase for some hidden meaning.
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1.

"Wooden Parents" -- That's easy -- Mom and Dad have always seemed this way:
hardened, aloof, emotionless and completely removed. We've been on opposite sides
of the reality spectrum for as long as I can remember. They've been locked into "the
traditional" and I've been obsessed with pushing the envelope, seeing how much I can
get away with.
Another thought -- they're both removed from me in another way now -- Dad's
dead, and Mom's lost to age and senility. Either way, they're no longer a controlling
factor in my life. I'm free of them. Right?

2.

"Stammering an apology for some unknown sin" -- That's how I always felt growing
up, like I had to constantly apologize for not neatly fitting into Holiday or my family.

3.

"Family" -- Where is Adam? -- Why isn't my brother, Adam, present in the dream?
He's lost, just like Mom and Dad, always lingering in the back of my mind, but no
longer present in my life. (Is he in Europe or Canada now?) Why have I "erased" him
from my dreams?

4.

MacMillian -- Mrs. Eunice MacMillian was the only teacher from school that I truly
hated. "Bitch" is an understatement. She tried to "break" me of my left-handedness
or, more precisely, the "crook" of my writing hand. There were five "lefties" in her
class the year I had her, and she wanted to break all of us of our bad habit of
"crooking" -- bending our wrists as we tried to mimic right-handed writing. One-byone she singled us out in class, making fun of our writing, threatening us with
detention and calling us "stupid" for our writing quirks. One-by-one, each left-handed
student adapted her methods and complied with her demands. Every student except
one -- except me.
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My refusal to change began a war between MacMillian and me. The more I
refused to comply, the more she picked on my work, and not just my writing, but
everything I did. I read too slow, talked too fast, ate too much, and breathed too
noisily. Everything I did was publicly examined and belittled. The final act of our
war ended with her slapping me, hard, across the face. My jaw throbbed all afternoon
from it.
When I told my mom, she ran into school and complained to the principal
about MacMillian's unwarranted attack. After that, MacMillian ignored me, but I
could see in her face she hated my guts.
The funny thing about that slap across my face was, it had nothing to do with
my writing. I hadn't even called her a bitch, like I do in the dream. She just became
impatient with my reading aloud and slapped me. The slap wasn't for writing,
reading, or even misbehavior. The slap was given because I refused to allow her to
control me. It was the way MacMillian branded me in front of the class; once her
palm-print was etched in red on my face, I was branded as a trouble-maker -- a rebel
-- someone to be avoided.
I don't think I've ever gotten over that slap.

5.

Pandora - When I was a child, I dreamt of Pandora. In those dreams, she was a
Grecian Snow White with white skin, a reed-thin body and long flowing black hair as
straight as straw. That all changed after I fell in love -- after Zoey. Zoey's diminutive
body, with cocoa-brown African features, became Pandora's. The only difference
physically is Zoey's smooth razor-trimmed curls contrast sharply with the long, ebony,
tribal-plaits of Pandora's.
In my dream, Pandora's voice is a seductive whisper with a hint of an ancient
voodoo-born inflection. Zoey's accent is ostensibly a very proper British intonation,
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slightly eroded by her years in New York.
Both women threaten me slightly; their seductiveness and directness throw off
my balance and increase my suspiciousness toward their intentions. They possess a
power I will never have, a self-assurance and inner calm that has always eluded me.
While I am reluctantly attracted to these women, I know I will never be their equal.
Something internal constantly asserts my inferiority, my weakness. Eventually, in
both cases, I always conclude these women are better off without me.

6.

"Wilky" -- The smart-assed voice of my teenaged self is constantly playing in my head,
telling me what a fuck-up I am. Wilky's voice steers me away from the Pandoras of
my life with insistent accusations and knowing insights into my faults. Whether
asleep or awake, Wilky is there, telling me my place -- the place of an inadequate,
subservient fraud. It is his voice whispering in my head when I blow an audition or
flub a scene. While his voice taunts me to open Pandora's box, I think the thought of
my acceptance of this challenge scares the hell out of him. If I do open her box, one
of us will not survive. The question is, which one will cease and which one will
continue?

7.

"The boys -- the bathroom -- they" -- ??

I notice Ms. Bernhardt lying in a patch of sun on the make-shift window seat across
the room. The bright morning sun makes her black hair gleam, transforming the surface hairs
into a glittering silver. Her tail's tip twitches slightly; her emotional metronome rhythmically
reveals the alertness despite her restful pose.

Eight years ago, she was a scrawny,

malnourished alley cat who introduced herself and moved into my loft. Today, she's my only
roommate, the only one who sticks around when things get rough. Our relationship is simple;
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I feed her, and she reads my mind, gives me affection, and functions independently when I
want to be left alone. Intuitively, she notices my attentive stare, rises, stretches sleepily, and
leaps over to the bed, rewarding my attention with a loud, excited purr. Stroking her soft fur,
I notice the digital numbers of my alarm glowing. 8:45 a.m.
"Shit!" I mutter as I spring out of bed. Davis will be here to pick me up in a few
minutes, and I'm not even finished packing.
I quickly gather my journal, along with some yearbooks and photo albums, and throw
them into a brightly-colored tote bag. Patches of red, purple, orange, and gold decorate the
burlap bag with an intricately woven southwestern design, the bag of a chic Indian or an aging
Bohemian.
Frantically, I begin searching my bedroom for other necessary items to toss into my
tote. I empty a jewelry box into the bag's side pouch, the rings, watches, pendants and
medallions clinking their way into a tangled mess as I snap the flap shut and move on.
As I rush about my bedroom, Ms. Bernhardt meows with annoyance because of my

sudden activity and neglect of her. She hops off my bed and begins winding her body around
my legs, an insistent purr telling me to stop and pay attention to her. I stop for a moment and
scratch behind her perky ears. Her varied responses, the loud purr, her kneading claws and
the alert expression present in her ears and wide open green eyes reaffirm her loyalty. I
always say she's the only one to stick around, but that's not true. Her new babysitter, Davis,
has also been consistently loyal, putting up with all of my shit.
I met Davis in 1978. I became bored with my art classes, and decided to audition for
a campus theatre production of H.M.S. Pinafore. My art was a frustration because I couldn't
relax my lines, couldn't free myself from the subject of my paintings and drawings, and allow
my creativity to shape them into art. My professor, Dr. Bums, said, ''You've got the right
technique. Your shading and proportions are good, but your work --your work has no soul.

It doesn't reveal anything about the artist. It's too photographic, too deadened by detail." I
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tried to relax into my art work, letting my emotions dictate my lines and my colors, but I just
couldn't break through the barrier. Looking back, I think I was afraid of revealing too much
of myself. If someone could read my thoughts through my paintings, I'd be completely
exposed. That's probably why acting appealed to me -- because the words I said and the
actions I performed weren't mine, but the writer's or director's. My emotions might be totally
exposed, but I could always blame them on someone else's constructions. Acting was a cop-out
and probably still is. I met Davis through a cop-out.
The audition was simple. I read some lines (poorly) and sang (well). Since it's an
operetta, the singing audition weighed more heavily, and I was cast as one of the sailors.
Davis played "Dick Dead-eye," the play's deformed villain. We didn't talk much during
rehearsal, just an occasional "hello", but during tech week, we started talking in the dressing
room. Davis' make-up took over an hour, and he always insisted on putting it on himself. I
was fascinated by the process, and arrived early for my own call just to watch him apply the
putty nose and scars, and then camouflage these fake imperfections with a careful blending
of rouges and dark foundations.
"Here again?" Davis would say as I sat across from him and pretended to take the
same care with my own fifteen minute make-up job. ''You must like this shit."
''Yeah, it's okay," I said nonchalantly. I worried about what Davis would think of my
interest, so I pretended to be blase. ''What's that you're doing over there?"
He lit a cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke towards me in response. After staring a
moment, he spoke. "I'm puttin' a crook in my nose. Right here on the bridge." He tapped his
new nose with a make-up pencil as he said this. "Makes me look meaner, don't cha think?"
''Your accent -- where you from?"
"I was born in Macon, Georgia, but my folks moved to Cairo when I was three. They
keep tellin' me I'll have to lose this accent if I want to act, but -- I don't know, right now it just
seems to fit." He ran the fingertips of his right hand over his brow bone as he said this.
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"It's not bad," I said, thinking his voice sounded kind of musical, like an old Tennessee
Williams character.
"You're not bad, ya know," he said as another puff of smoke passed over my head.
"Your actin', it's not bad for a beginner."
I laughed at this. "I think f suck."
"No, bud, not at all. You're just leamin' -- and the reason you don't piss me off is you
don't have that defensive 'I'm so good' attitude. I think you should try out for the next play."
"Really?" I asked, a bit too eager. I could see how good Davis was on stage, and his
opinion meant a lot.
"Yeah, hey -- uh, what's your name?"
"Neal."
"Listen, Neal, if you want to learn about this make-up shit, you should sit next to me."
There was a cocky grin on Davis' face as he said this.
"Okay, sure," I said as I moved my things to the empty seat on his left.
I still don't know why he took me under his wing. He says he thought I had talent,
but -- I wonder if it's because I looked kind of lost, and he felt sorry for me. Whatever the
reason, Davis has taken care of me all the way from Illinois to New York. Even when acting
projects have separated us, he's called me every few days, just to make sure I'm doing okay.
I check the time, and realize there is no way I'll be packed and ready when Davis
arrives. I start chuckling as I hear his familiar response to my habitual lateness playing in
my brain. "I'm used to it," he'll say. "It's expected." Then he'll sit by the doorway, glaring at
me while I finish packing and dressing, occasionally shaking his head and laughing before
muttering, "Christ," his only commentary on my lack of organization skills.
I peek over the loft railing, trying to locate any needed items strewn about my
apartment below. My bedroom is a half loft overlooking the rest of my apartment. Below is
a large space housing the living room, dining area, kitchen, and a guest bathroom. The
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eastem wall contains a bank of long, unmasked windows, the only remnants of the building's
previous function as a turn-of-the-century factory. Each window is topped with a half-moon
dome, allowing the upper loft to fill with a generous amount of light as the sun rises.
Additional sunlight beams through a series of skylights traveling the center of the timberbeamed ceiling.

The wall surrounding the windows is wom brick, again recalling the

building's factory beginnings. The southern bedroom wall and the adjoining western walls are
covered with a stark, white-textured plaster, like the walls of the French cafes in vintage
WWII films. In the northem kitchen area, the red brick wall is intermittently dotted with
large patches of the white-textured plaster. This combination of plaster and brick gives the
apartment's decor the atmosphere of general deterioration, as if the plaster has shaken free
from two of the walls and will soon erode from the remaining ones. Davis calls it ''bombshelter decor," which is a f~_rly accurate definition. "Christ," Davis said the first time he saw
my newly renovated space. "After all of the money you've spent, it still looks like a bomb went
off in here."
I rush into the master bathroom and begin tossing toothpaste, a toothbrush, several
bottles of deodorant and cologne, and various shaving paraphemalia into my tote. I begin
reaching for my bath robe, lying on the floor near the toilet, and stub the big toe of my right
foot on one of the clawed feet of my bathtub.
"Dammit!" I hiss as my tote plummets to the cobalt-blue tile floor and I sit on the edge
of the tub, grasping my throbbing foot. "This is what happens when you rush, Assholer
Wilky's voice says as I grimace and begin surveying the damage. A thin red stream of blood
oozes from the nail's upper right comer. More blood is smeared on the bottom of my other
toes. Hopping on my left foot, I cuss my way across the bathroom and begin rummaging
through the mahogany and brass vanity, trying to find a band-aid. Retrieving it from a tiny
tin in the bottom drawer, I lean against the marble counter top and wrap the narrow cloth
strip around my injured toe as I mutter to myself, "Typical! This is so typical, Neal."
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With the throbbing gradually subsiding, I grab my tote bag from the floor, do a quick
examination of its contents for breakage and, finding none, continue my search for last-minute
packing items. In the bedroom, I notice a pair of jockey shorts dangling across the loft's
wrought-iron banister. The banister travels the length of the loft. opening, providing a half
wall between the bedroom and the living room's ceiling space. A steep spiral staircase
descends from the center of the banister, and four black iron pillars flank the divided opening.
While the banister railing is relatively simple, the pillars are decorated with an intricate vine
sculpting, softening the horizontal and vertical lines of the railing, and transforming my
bedroom into a contemporary version of Blanche Dubois' New Orleans balcony.
I grab the shorts from the banister and toss them into the bag, thinking fll wash them
later. "Underwear," I say as it dawns on me I forgot to pack any last night. I run past the
black iron canopy bed, dodging the sharp edges of the nearest comer bedpost, sit on the
unmade bed, and empty the contents of my underwear drawer into the bag.
All of the black iron was Cameron's idea.

His taste gravitated towards a

"contemporary prison gothic" decor. Zoey's contributions are the blond-wood antiques strewn
throughout the apartment. For my decorating contribution, I chose the renovation lay-out of
the apartment and the splashes of bright colors against the stark walls and honey-stained
wood flooring. The bed's moss-green comforter rests on the floor with a variety of ruby,
custard yellow and ivory pillows beside two custard yellow arm chairs. The bedroom walls are
covered with black-and-white stills from forties films. Bette Davis in Now Voyager, Bogie and
Bacall in Dark Passage, and Joan Crawford in Mildred Pierce populate the silver frames
hanging over the headboard and surrounding the deco-dresser mirror. Each photo was a gift
from Cameron or Zoey, things I should take down or dispose of, but I'm too attached to their
subjects to do it. The problem with my apartment is it's filled with the artifacts of dead
romances.
Finished in the bedroom, I grab my bag and begin descending the spiral staircase, my
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bare, size-13 feet awkwardly mincing their way down the narrow metal-gridded runs, clanking
noisily with every step. "You're such an ox!" Wilky cackles from inside my brain. "Only you
would pick steps you can't even climb down!" I've always been self-conscious about my size;

I was always the tallest kid in my class and towered over the majority of my classmates. Men
of my size become football players, basketball players or shot-putters; they do not become
actors. Most of my male co-stars are between five foot-nine and five-eleven, so during work
I am relegated to sitting, kneeling or taking the lower position on the stairwell -- any blocking
device the director can invent to position me eye-to-eye with my co-star.
I glance at the grandfather clock near the stairwell's base: 9:00 a.m. Davis will be
pressing impatiently on my security buzzer at any moment. I rush into the kitchen and pull
two coffee cups from the cabinet above the sink. The upper cabinets have leaded-glass doors
framed with a blond pine; the lower cabinets are completely pine, topped with a terra-cotta
orange tile counter-top. Checking the coffee pot, I see the automatic timer has activated, and
the last drops offresh coffee are pouring into the glass pot. Surrounding the coffee maker are
various canisters, pots and appliances in a rainbow of shades: cobalt blue, ruby red, lemon,
lime green, and plum. Against the white tile backsplash and the terra-cotta counter-top, the
combined colors give the effect of a child's watercolor, bright and bold and full of confidence.
A child's artistic expression before some grown-up comes along and tells him not to blend those
colors, instructing him in "appropriate" matches and "clashing" shades. Childish paintings of
enthusiasm and imperfection, out-of-proportion and out-of-control, paintings that are not
hanging on my refrigerator, a stainless steel chest devoid of childish art and those small,
grubby fingerprints they leave behind.
I pop a couple of bagel halves into the toaster and begin foraging through the fridge
for butter, cream cheese, and jam. I've promised Davis some breakfast, and am in ''host
mode," placing condiments on spotless dishes, toasting bagels precisely on time, then
discarding them if he runs late, and rushing about the apartment trying to pick up my messes.
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These messes are not like me; further evidence I am not doing well -- that I am falling apart.
My apartment is usually immaculate, but lately I've been too absorbed in dream interpretation
and historic exploration to pick up my dirty clothes. I hear the bagels pop from the toaster
as I grab several magazines and a newspaper strewn on the sofa, and begin stacking them
neatly on the coffee table.
Zoey and I had a hell of an argument over the sofa after I bought it. She thought the
fabric's print was too gaudy. I fell in love with the tapestry of bright yellow with multi-colored
tulips of lavender, red, blue and green the moment I saw it.
"The room's large and open," I argued with her a few moments before the delivery
truck arrived. "A subtle print would get lost in this room. We need something bold to provide
a focus."
"Bold, yes, but that couch is bloody horrid!"
"You'll see," I said as the buzzer sounded. "You'll see."
And after the delivery men positioned it in the room and had left, I was sitting proudly
on it, and Zoey reluctantly acknowledged the sofa's appropriateness.
"I admit it, I was wrong. It looks absolutely smashing there, really," Zoey said as she
wrapped her long, thin arms around my neck and nuzzled my ear. ''You're so much better at
this artistic crap than I am. I'll trust your eye for this sort of thing from now on."
I patted her arms and leaned into her nuzzle. 'Well, thank you, but don't sell yourself
short. I think you're just as creative. You just aren't bold enough. You've no confidence."
"I know. I'm always turning soggy," she groaned as she climbed over the sofa's back
and sat next to me, cuddling close against me.
"Soggy?" I laughed. "Do you mean wishy-washy?"
''Yeah. Like with Patrice, I see something differently, but I never fight for what I
believe in."
"Oh, Patrice has very little taste or talent. Her only talent is her ability to hire
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talented assistants."
"Thanks, love," Zoey said as her hug tightened and she kissed my cheek.
"Well, it's true. She doesn't know what a wonder she has in you," I said, extracting
myself from Zoey's embrace and leaning over the coffee table to get a cigarette.
"You really hate her guts, don't you?" Zoey asked as I lit up.
"No, babe, her guts are lovely. It's her personality that sucks," I say, exhaling a cloud
of white smoke as Zoey began laughing. Every time I look at this sofa, I can still hear her
laughter.

The security buzzer interrupts my recollection. "Hey, Neal, you up yet?'' Davis' voice
crackles from the wall speaker.
I rush over and press the response button. "Yeah, come on up. I'm buzzing you in."
The hall buzzer sounds as the building's front door clicks open. I can hear Davis push
up the freight elevator gate as I go to pour the coffee.
As the elevator comes to a stop with a muffled ka-chunk, I can hear Davis' voice

shouting, "Shit! Stupid fucking elevator! This building is unbelievable."
I open the door's locks just as Davis is preparing to knock. "Hi, have some coffee," I
say as I offer a steaming mug to him.
He grabs the mug and takes a long sip before explaining his hallway outburst. "You've
gotta get that elevator fixed, Neal. Today it stopped a good four feet short, and I'm paranoid
about climbing out of that thing. What if the gate shuts? I'll be cut in half."
"It's just Cam playing his tricks again."
"Cam?" Davis looks at me blankly before he gets the reference. "Cam's -- Cam's gone,
you ghoul! He's got better things to do than fuck with your appliances."
"Hey, all I know is, ever since Cam's -- ever since he exited my life, things keep
breaking down in my apartment and the building, and then they magically fix themselves a
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few days later. Look, don't worry, he's just trying to say hello."
"So, he won't use the elevator door to chop my head off?"
I shake my head as I respond, "Not his style, too gory. He'd probably prefer watching
you die of something a bit kinkier, like auto-erotic asphyxiation."
Davis begins to respond, then hesitates and stares intently for a moment before asking,
''Why aren't you dressed?"
I look down and realize I've forgotten to dress. The only garment protecting me from
total embarrassment is my grey boxer shorts. For a moment, I'm flustered, wondering how
to explain that I've lost track of time -- that I'm so damn concerned with peripheral things I
miss the big ticket items. But, just before I blurt out the truth, Wilky's calm, authoritative
voice echoes in my head, advising me, "Do you want him to think you're going nuts again? I

didn't think so. Now calm down and make up some excuse." I can feel my face adapting a
peaceful expression, my eyes become focused and my head tilts back, revealing a controlled
grin. As I head for the kitchen with Davis in tow, I answer glibly, "Hey, we have plenty of
time, and I promised you breakfast, didn't I? Here, take it." I hand Davis a plate with two
bagel halves lightly buttered and begin toasting my own. I notice Davis' expression is
conc~rned;

he's not buying the act. ''The cream cheese and stuff is over there, on the island

You need anything else?"
"No," he says, a bit hesitantly before adding, "Are you okay?''
I pop my head out of the fridge to look at him. Davis is leaning forward on one of the
island's bar stools, a strand of sandy-blond hair cascading over his right eye. As usual, he
looks as if he's just hopped out of bed and driven over here. His expression tells me I'm
busted; his bullshit meter is functioning at full speed. I swallow hard and clear my throat
before responding, "I'm fine. Time just sort of got away from me, that's all. Look, my flight's
at eleven. We've plenty of time."
His intense stare bores into me for a long moment, evaluating me before he continues,
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"It's not that; the being late's normal for you. It's just -- I don't know, you look like you
haven't slept for days, and all that stuff about Cameron --"
"Oh, that," I say, cutting him off. ''That's just my way of coping. Look, after Cam died,
I felt -- I keep seeing him everywhere in this goddamn apartment. But, not like he was when
he lived here. When I saw him, in the tiniest glimpse, for just a second, he was pale - lifeless,
sometimes I thought I could see the bruises where they'd - "
"Jesus," Davis says under his breath in a coarse whisper. He's leaned back now, trying
to take it all in. I've told him more than I wanted to, more than he wanted to know, and this
has effectively shut him up.
"It was really pretty creepy - but, after those sightings, mechanical things began going
out and then repairing themselves and -- and I didn't see him any more." I take a sip of my
coffee and realize it's cold. "So the short-circuiting appliances are kind of comforting. Cam
wasn't accusing me of anything and -- I don't know. I guess I feel like he's still looking out
for me, like a part of him is still here."
"Did Zoey know about this?" Davis asks as he pours himself another cup of coffee and
pops it into the microwave.
"Sure, it was our little joke. Look, Davis, it's nothing to be worried about. I'm just
pretending, that's all. Hey, it's our job, pretending, ya know. So let me have my fantasy,
okay?"
"Okay," Davis says thoughtfully as he removes his steaming mug from the microwave
and takes a long sip. I study him as I light another cigarette, my fifth since I woke up at five.
He's still concerned, but he's keeping it to himself, which is what I wanted, wasn't it? Just
when I think I'm safe, Davis looks up with sleepy eyes and says, "Are you sure going back to
Holiday is a wise move?"
"Look, Davis, I know you're just trying to help, but -- "
"Hey, Neal, I just don't see what going back to that hell-hole is gonna accomplish."
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"It's the only place that has any answers," I say, watching Davis' reaction. His brow
wrinkles and his eyes become moist as his mouth opens to begin his protest. "Look, I've tried
the shrink route. It did nothing but frustrate me because I couldn't remember the important
things. In college, I tried religion, but it interfered with my sex life, so I dumped it. Christ,
I've even tried talking to my parents about it, and you know how that turned out. Well, now
ole Emory's bit the dust, Lillian's in the asylum, and I haven't a clue as to where brother
Adam is, so it's just me and that town -- If I'm gonna make my present life work, I've gotta
know what happened back there."
"Okay," Davis says in a quiet, thoughtful tone. "I just wish you weren't going to be
alone down there."
"I'm not," I say as I circle the island trying to find my coffee cup. "There's this girl she's a woman now. Anyway, it's Joy -- Joy Steele, the first girl I ever -- well, almost ever.
She's my family's realtor in Holiday. She was cool back then, so I'm sure if I get in over my
head, I can call her for life support."
"But you haven't seen her in seventeen years. How do you know --"
"I talked to her on the phone. She doesn't sound that different." I look at Davis as I
say this. I can tell by those moist, concerned eyes that he isn't buying it. "Besides, I can
always call you, right?"
"Sure -- Sure, bud. Any time."
"Then there's no problem. You have my number in Holiday, right?"
"Right."
"Then I'll call you. You'll call me. Everything will be fine. Stop worrying."
After a moment, Davis scrunches his nose, scratches his head and says, "Okay."
"Look, I'd better go get dressed. My bags are by the door, so as soon as I'm dressed,
we can leave." I grab a fresh cup of tepid coffee and begin walking toward the stairs. "Have
the contractors started at your place yet?"
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''Yeah, they started the day after Armand left for Canada."
"Well, I'm leaving just in time, then, aren't I? You'll have my place all to yourself," I
call out from the loft, watching Ms. Bernhardt groom herself as I search for clothing. "How
is Herman?"
"Armand is fine," Davis calls out testily. "Why do you do that? Everybody changes

their name in our business."
"I didn't."
"No, but you've changed -- other things. Your accent. Your weight. Christ, even your
history's been changed, every interview describing a different childhood, a different upbringing.
Don't go thinkin' you're superior because you've kept the same name."
"I'm not saying I am," I say as I lean over the railing holding a pair of faded jeans and
a bright orange, gauze shirt. Davis is sitting in one of the bright purple arm chairs flanking
the sofa.

He's lazily flipping through a magazine as we argue.

It's an old argument,

something superficial to fill the time between actual conversations. "It's just that -- look, you
have to admit Armand Deville is a bit pretentious."
"And Herman DeMeyer is a bit nerdy. He wanted a change, is that so bad? What's
it matter to you for anyway?"
"I guess --" I stop myself, not wanting to complete my sentence. If it's said, then I'm
accountable for the emotions behind it. The tightness begins stirring in my chest, warning me
of the risk. "I guess I'm a bit jealous of good ole Herman. He gets to see you every day. If
he needs to talk, he just turns to the next pillow and there you are. I don't feel like I get to
talk to you any more."
Davis looks up with a sympathetic expression before scrunching his nose and waving
his hands, dismissing my words. "I see you every day at work. What are you talking about?"
I stare down at him, regretting my honesty.
conversation, but no words come.
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I want to respond, to end the

"Hey, Neal, I'm always here for you. You know that, don't you?" He's rising from the
chair and beginning to walk to the stairwell.
"Yeah, sure, it's just -- oh, fuck it. I'm in a strange mood and we're late."
Davis' head pops up through the stairwell. He looks sympathetic and sincere. It's the
look he has when I know I can tell him almost anything and he'll accept it. The problem is,
I don't know what to say. All of my revelations are jumbled and fragmented, vague shards of
panic and fear. I rush toward the bathroom and push the door closed, leaving a small crack,
trying not to shut Davis out. I look at my reflection in the vanity mirror. Davis is right. I
haven't slept much, too many dreams and unanswered questions. There are dark circles under
my eyes, and my laugh lines are firmly etched, creating definite dark creases from my nose
to the corners of my mouth. My skin is pale under the harsh fluorescent light, adding to my
grim assessment. I look like utter hell. I step out of my boxers and enter the shower.
Turning on the hot water, I catch a glimpse of my left arm. The tattoo of a cobra lazily crawls
up my bicep, the word ecdysiast trailing along its winding spine. "That which or those who
shed their skin." A quote from the musical Gypsy is written at the tail end of the cobra in
diminutive cursive script. "That's my problem," I think as I begin lathering my hair with
shampoo. "I'm tired of shedding my fucking skin."
Davis has witnessed this skin-shedding throughout our friendship. A few weeks after

Pinafore closed, I ran into him at the campus coffee shop. We chatted for a few minutes about
nothing memorable before Davis motioned me over to a secluded table.
"I've been meanin' to ask you somethin'," Davis said as we sat down, a hint of a
mischievous grin cropping up on his face.
"What?" I said, sipping my coffee.
"There's somethin' funny about you," he said as he ducked his head and began fiddling
\vith his coffee stirrer.
"Excuse me?"
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"Your friends are pretty -- diverse," he said and snickered as he shook his head, his
mop of dirty blond hair flipping with the movement. ''You hang out with me and other
'theatre' types without blushing, which ain't that easy when we dig into our raunchy files.
Then you hang around with these really cerebral artsy-types and you live with -- those really
straight holy-rollers."
I hesitated for a long moment before addressing his observation. "It's complicated."
"Especially if you invite 'em all to the same party."
"I was a bit wild back in high school."
"Yeah."
"Into drugs, booze, anything to get me through life in farmland U.S.A"
"So?"
"So, I got tired of all of that and I wanted to start college with a clean slate." I took
a sip of coffee and studied Davis' smirking expression. He looked as if he were studying some
rare virus under a microscope. "I didn't want to join the nerd patrol, so --"
"So you got religion," he said, laughing loudly with the revelation.
'Well, it wasn't totally insincere. I really believed in what they stood for, and they
were very kind to me."
"But," he said, his left eyebrow crooking with jaded interest.
"But, I'm being smothered," I stated simply. "I can't say anything I feel without
disagreeing with some holy tenant of faith. It's getting so I can't breathe, but I don't want to
hurt their feelings."
"So, what's the plan, man?" he said, leaning forward with interest.
"I'm gonna dump them in the fall."
'Where you gonna live?" he asked as he leaned back in his chair with a cocky
expression on his face.
"I don't know," I said, looking at my coffee before continuing. 'What are your plans?"
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"My plans?" he said with a rueful smile. He was on to me, and I'd have to beg.
"Oh, cut the innocent bullshit! You got a roommate or what?"
"No," he said slowly, looking me squarely in the eye. "No, I don't have one and rve
been looking -- at an apartment uptown."
"Really," I said. It was my turn to be coy.
"Yeah. It's pretty decent, but -- I need a roommate."
We both start laughing at our mutual decision to be roommates.
"This'll be great!" I said.
"Yeah," Davis nodded before adding, "So, what do your present roomies think of your
-- evening visitors?"
''What are you talking about?"
"Come on, you've got a reputation for one-nighters with girls and guys. How does the
Pat Boone crowd handle that?"
"They don't know," I said quietly, flop-sweat creeping across my forehead as I spoke.
"What's wrong?" Davis said. His expression was one of confused concern.
"It's embarrassing," I whispered. "How did you know about them?"
"People talk, Neal. Don't worry about it. It's not a big deal." Davis' voice was almost
soothing as he said this. "Look, Neal, you're new to the department, so it's only natural that
you become the flavor-of-the-month in the theatre's gossip food-chain. It's no big deal, just the
way a lot of stupid people pass the time."
"Look, I'm sorry, it's just -- well -- I'm not really -- ya know -- proud of this sleeping
around routine -- I just get kind of lonely, and it just happens." I stammered these words as
the sweat streamed down my face into my ears.
"No shit, Neal. Look, I've been around enough to understand what you're doing. It's
not that much different from me," he said quietly between sips of coffee.
''You're different. It's one-on-one with you. Total monogamy, even if you are gay," I
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said, looking around for any eavesdroppers. "You'd still be with what's-his-name if he hadn't
have left you for somebody else."
"Thanks."
"No, look, I just don't like being talked about. That's what I grew up with, everyone
saying what a freak I was." My voice rose to a loud stage whisper as I spoke.
"Listen, Neal, calm down. I'm sorry I brought it up, but - Look, nobody's judging you.
It's just talk. Just stupid talk." Davis' left hand was waving in a calming gesture as he spoke.
"Don't let it get to you. Christ, I wish I'd never brought it up."
"I'm sorry, I just get freaked when people talk about me. Anyway, thanks for the
roommate offer," I said as I started to rise, "if it's still an offer, after my little outburst."
"Geez, Neal. It's not a problem, okay? Don't worry about it. Okay?"
Three weeks later, one of my roommates, the most dogmatic one, caught me with some
guy on the front porch swing of our house. My lover-of-the-moment and I were so surprised,
we flung ourselves out of the swing and landed with an embarrassing thud on the wooden
slats of the porch floor. As the embarrassed, naked boy groped for his clothes and hurtled over
the porch banister, disappearing into the night, I watched the dark green porch swing swaying
over my head. My roommate, Dwight, stood over me, sputtering some speech about the sin
of lust as I silently rose, packed an overnight bag, and went over to Davis' place. We were
roommates until I bought the loft and Davis moved in with Armand.
Through the years, Davis has noticed me don and discard a variety of personaes. His
staying power has amazed me. Most of the people in the world don't have a really high
tolerance for personal redefinition. Davis respects it and always tries to be there for me. As
I soak in the shower, I wish that Davis doesn't remember our previous conversation and that
he doesn't start poking around in my private preoccupations. I quickly rinse myself off in the
steaming water, shut it off and exit the shower, hoping there's been enough of a break in the
conversation to lighten the mood.
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"Hey, Neal," Davis calls out as I'm toweling off. "How was filming yesterday?"
"Fine. Kiki was a royal bitch, but what else is new? I was able to finish my scenes
in three takes each. Blaine is officially on the run after hiding the incriminating dagger
behind a loose brick in the attic of Clarissa's cottage. He's set up to be charged with Mercury's
murder when I come back in December." I toss my towel over the brass rod attached to the
vanity, and re-examine myself in the mirror. The hot water has brought some color back to
my skin, giving it a rosy, embarrassed tone. I brush through my hair as I continue to talk to
Davis, "God, why do I play such an idiot? If he'd just tum over the knife, Clarissa would go
to jail and Blaine would be free to run off with your character."
"Oh, Patrice would love that. I thought the whole point of Clarissa's being preggers
was to stiffen Blaine's wrist."
''Yeah, well, that's the only thing it's stiffened on good ole Blaine. Jesus, what a limpdick. Why did I sign another three-year contract?"
"Because you're a neurotic actor who's afraid you'll never get another gig that pays this
well. You've sold your soul for financial security," Davis says as I catch a glimpse of him in
the bathroom door's mirror. The door has gradually creaked open, and Davis is lying on my
bed, petting Ms. Bernhardt.
''Yeah," I say with the remnants of a chuckle in my voice. "Just call me Captain
Whore."
Davis laughs a deep throaty laugh. I can tell he's discarded our earlier conversation;
I am safe. ''You may be Captain Whore, but all of the rest of us are working the same comer,
buddy. My character's a regular Einstein. Last year he's a fucking mechanic, and this year
he's finishing a law degree. I guess he's taking the Harvard correspondence course for soap
opera lawyers."
"Dammit," I say as I realize I've left my underwear downstairs.
"What's wrong?"

62

"Nothing. I left my clean shorts downstairs," I say, wrapping the damp yellow towel
around my waist.

I quickly run through the bedroom, down the stairs and to my tote,

retrieving a pair of white jockey shorts. As I drop the towel and step into my briefs, I
remember my mother "freaking out" about my accidental exhibitionism in high school. The
bathroom was on the main floor of the house, and fdjust finished showering when I heard the
front door open. I thought it was my mother coming in from the garden, so I pranced through
the house buck naked, only to find a very embarrassed Avon lady standing next to Mom. I
darted upstairs with a tiny shriek, but the damage was already done. After Miss Avon left,
my mother chewed me out for about forty minutes.
"Do you want the whole town to think I've raised some kind of freak, some kind of
pervert?"
At this point, I didn't give two shits what the fine people of Holiday thought of me, and
I said so. "Look, Mom, it was an accident! If that old bitch wants to tell the whole town I'm
a flasher, let her. Who gives a shit?"
That's when she hit me twice across my bare back with the wire end of a fly-swatter.
I remember the second blow left a red welt across my shoulder blades that lasted for three
days. It was the only time I can remember my mother's beatings leaving any marks on me,
any evidence that someone else could see.

The trip to the airport goes smoothly. Davis tells me about an audition he has for an
Off-Broadway play, and I watch the dirty streets of New York pass as we speed through them.
It's funny, I've lived in this city for almost ten years, and I still haven't explored any of these
side streets. My life here revolves around the studio, my apartment, Davis' place, and the few
bars, clubs, and restaurants he can talk me into going to with him when Armand's out of town.
It's how I prefer it, really. In these familiar places, I'm safe. It's only when I venture away
from these places that I get into trouble. That's how Davis and I were mugged. We were

63

celebrating his birthday and had a bit too much to drink. Davis suggested we start exploring
the streets outside of some new and trendy club he had insisted we go to, when these four guys
pulled us into an alley. We couldn't see their faces because the street light came from behind
them. To us, they were just four dark shadows with huge golden halos.
"Shut up and hand over your cash, assholes," the leader barked in a rote manner, as
if he was working on an assembly line and we were just one of hundreds of products crossing
his conveyor belt.
I was pretty drunk and started mumbling, giving him shit. "Goddammit! Can't even
walk the streets safely anymore without some shitheads hassling you."
"Shut up," the leader said, ramming my face and body into the brick wall. "Just give
us your money and you won't get hurt."
"I'm already hurt,. ~-s~hole," I screamed at him. My cheek and lower lip were bleeding
from the rough contact with the brick.
"Neal, for Christ's sake, just shut up!" Davis barked. I turned to see how scared he
was as he fumbled to empty his wallet and handed the money to one of the guy's partners.
The leader grabbed me by my hair and hit my head against the wall again before
spin?ing me around and slugging me in the stomach with his fist. I doubled over and began
gasping for air as his three assistants pinned Davis against the wall.
"Now, listen, shithead," the leader hissed as he pulled my hair and flung my head
against the pavement. "I'm trying to be civilized about this. All I want is your fuckin' money.
rm letting you keep your wallet and your credit cards. rm even letting you keep that fancy
watch. But, if you give me any more shit, I'm gonna waste the both of you."
It was only when he said the word "both" that I started cooperating. I gave him my
cash and struggled to keep from puking until they were gone. The leader's breath smelled of
cheap whiskey and made me nauseous. The minute they left the alley, I began vomiting as
Davis leaned over me to check the damage of the beating.
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"That was so fuckin' stupid. Whyd you have to talk back to them?" Davis asked after
I was finished retching, his southern twang returning with the stress of the moment. "You
could have gotten us both killed."
I began sobbing uncontrollably as soon as Davis said "both." "I'm sorry. I'm -- I'm so
sorry. I was just so mad -- so fucking pissed at them for taking my stuff -- I was pissed they
thought they had a right to take whatever they wanted. I didn't mean to get you hurt. I
would never let anyone hurt you. I'm sorry. I'm so fucking sorry."
I kept blabbering that way for another twenty minutes as Davis looked at my bloody
face and tried to comfort me. "Shhh!" he said in a calm, soothing voice, the voice of a sit-com
father. "It's okay. I just didn't want us to get hurt. You can't fight those bastards. This is
their game, you have to play by their rules."
"I know. I know I was stupid. I just couldn't stop myself. Goddammit, I hate it when
I drink too much."
After we filed a complaint with the cops and went back to my apartment, Davis asked
me a question. "Earlier you said you were sorry for endangering me. You said you'd never
let them hurt me."
"Yeah, I meant it, too. Why?"
"It's just -- why weren't you worried about yourself, about what they'd do to you?"
"Because I don't matter." I said it quickly without thinking about it. "I don't matter
at all."

In the airport, Davis leaves me alone for a minute to get us some sodas. I sit in the
terminal with my dark glasses and backwards baseball cap on, disguising my identity and
making me appear normal.

Invisible. Without the celebrity recognition, I can observe

everyone uninterrupted.
Across the waiting area, a group of people, a family, nervously await the plane's
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departure call. Their child, a son, is leaving for college, an Illini windbreaker draped sloppily
over his shoulders. His hair is long and unkempt; his clothing tattered and sloppy, holey faded
jeans and a lavender and yellow tie-dyed t-shirt. The son could be a teenager from nineteenseventy-three, but it's an illusion of costume. His only linkage with my history is a matter of
fashion. The parents are completely attentive. The mother dabs her tears with a tattered
tissue and periodically hugs her self-conscious son. The father keeps staring out of the
window, watching the planes taxi down the runway. He is a silent supervisor watching the
ground crew prepare his son's plane for its flight, scrutinizing their efforts, hoping to catch any
careless errors before the boy boards the plane. The father casually brings a hand to his face,
wiping away his concern and tears with an awkward tired gesture. As the announcer notifies
him of his son's imminent departure, the father, composed but visibly emotional, embraces his
son and administers some brief cautionary instructions.
Davis plops down in the seat next to me and hands me a diet soda. "You okay?" he
asks, leaning over the arm rest.
"Sure, I'm fine," I say, rising. "Thanks for the ride -- the coke, everything. I gotta go."
Davis' concern again creases his sincere face. "Are you sure you're okay?" he asks.
"I'm fine, Dad, really. I'm just fine."

Random Note #2
All of those elegant actors and actresses in tuxedos and formal gowns sashayed across
my parent's small T.V. screen as I watched their subtle movements and grand gestures and
pretended that I knew them, that they were real to me. Bette Davis, Humphrey Bogart, and
George Sanders were my favorites. They always knew what to say, how to act beautiful and
charming. They always knew how to be beautiful and charming. If someone insulted them,
they handled it effortlessly with a witty retort or a convenient bullet. And they always dressed
the part, gliding through life in the silvery world of black-and-white.
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I envied them so.
Now I'm a grown-up, an actor playing their parts, dressing in tuxedos and snazzy suits
and posing with security and style. But, no matter how good I look or how well I perform, I'm
pretending. The flop-sweat dampens my brow as I try to play the laughing sophisticate to
some pint-sized Bette Davis imitator. My pants don't ''break" appropriately at the ankle, and
I worry if my fly is open as the cameras roll and click. Roll and click.
Davis, Bogart and Sanders were acting. I'm merely pretending. And no matter how
well my pretense is accepted, I can never forgive myself for the awkwardness of my lie.

Holiday, Illinois
September 25, 1993

This morning I realized two weeks is a very long time, an eternity in Holiday. My
parent's house seems unchanged from my last visit. The rooms are still small and boxy,
covered with various shades of wood paneling and neutral tones of paint. The bathrooms glow
with a bright orange and a shocking pink, and smell of my mother's baby powder, but the
carpentry of the house reeks of my father. His last big carpentry project consisted of squaring
off the house's gothic arches, destroying the lovely wrap-around porch by replacing it with a
sun room, and breaking out every bit of leaded glass, replacing it with ugly thermo-panes. The
exterior has lost the elegant curved contours of the porch, and is now boxy and functional,
encased in a dull beige vinyl siding. All of the shrubbery was tom out years ago, so the twostory box is surrounded by a flat, weed-infested lawn. My father did most of this after I left
for college, and I took it personally. I felt as if he were ridding the house of any traces of me
as he carved, covered and clipped this beautiful old house, transforming it into an ugly,
functional two-story box.
The furnishings and carpeting still bear my mother's touch. The entire house is
enveloped in a sort of drab green and cream color scheme. Occasionally, my mother breaks
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this scheme with orange linoleum, blue, pink and lavender striped area rugs, and pink and
orange walls, but the mossy green color scheme overshadows all of these indiscrepancies. I've
paid to have this place cleaned and aired out for the past two years, because for some morbid
reason I couldn't bear to think of it empty or invaded by renters or new owners. This was my
mother's house. As long as I kept it empty and immaculate, I didn't have to face the fact that
my mother would never return, that she will probably die in that nursing home in Springfield.
Christ, I've even kept the phone line connected in case she ever becomes well enough to return.
Virginia thinks I'm nuts! ''Who are you going to call, for Christ's sake, the rats?" she asked
during one of my budgetary meetings with her. "Just pay it, Virginia," I said, and she shook
her head and wrote the check. It's my pathetic attempt to keep my mother alive. My mother
pisses me off and I rarely say anything good about her, but deep inside I still hold onto those
rare moments when she was gentle and kind, when she was being a mother. I remember them
because, without them, I wouldn't have survived.
Last night, Joy mentioned Morn a lot. She told me how sweet my mother was, how she
always smiled and waved when she saw Joy. She told me my mother was proud of me, but
I didn't believe her.
"She did nothing but talk about her son, the actor, and her son, the doctor," Joy said
as we finished our second beer. "She was proud of you. It's just this fucking town."
''What do you mean?" I asked.
"Oh, you know, Holiday tells everybody they're not worth shit. If you're praised too
much, you'll get a big head, for Christ's sake." She stopped talking for a moment to sip her
beer, shaking her head before continuing. "It's all very Old World. Very German. You have
to be taught you're worthless to save you from pride -- I think that's why your mom never told
you how proud she was. She bought this town's stupid line about pride, and was afraid she'd
ruin you."

''Yeah, well, she could have at least told me before she went off the deep end," I said
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as I walked into the sun porch and stared out at the empty night sky.
"How is she?" she asked as she bummed a puff from my cigarette.
"I don't know. Last time Adam talked to me, he said he couldn't handle her any longer
and he needed money to put her into a home. I wired the money, and he skipped town,
leaving my mother struggling alone in this house."
"Adam was always a twit."
''Yeah. The cops called my business manager and asked what to do with Mom because
she was found wandering on one of these country roads, so I sent more money and had my
business manager set up this thing in Springfield."
"You mean, you haven't seen her since then?" Joy asked as she held her beer half-way
between her mouth and the end table.
"No," I said, expelling a cloud of smoke with the word. "I could lie and say I was too
busy, but -- really, I just didn't want to see her like that. Since my father died and I pulled
my little disappearing act, our talks had been a bit tense. She'd lied to everyone and said I
was too busy to go to the funeral. But, she was pretty icy when we talked. Not that she
would say anything directly about what pissed her off. She just called and asked what I was
doing, told me how lonely she was, and said 'Uh-huh' a lot as I tried to avoid tense subjects."
"So, you haven't even talked to her since she went into the nursing home?" she asked,
her voice rising in volume and pitch.

I began fidgeting with my lighter, sensing her

disapproval. "Look, I'm sorry, Neal. It just kind of blows me away that you haven't tried to
talk with her, at least tried to explain to her where she was, how she got there."
"I did once," I said with a smirk crossing my face as I spoke.
"What happened?"
"Have you ever tried to talk to someone who's so out of it they think you're their
grandfather?"
"She's that bad?"
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"Oh, yes. I tried to talk to her on the phone, and she just rambled on about how nice
it was for 'Grandpa' to call her on her eighteenth birthday. Christ, it was pathetic." I shook
my head as I took a drag from my cigarette. "Finally, I said, 'Mom, it's me, Neal. Not
Grandpa. Neal, your son.' She just kept saying, 'No, no, no.' She had no idea who I was."
"I'm sorry, Neal," Joy said as she touched the back of my free hand.
"That's why I have trouble with your saying she's proud of me. If she's so proud, you'd
think she could remember who I was."
"She's sick. She's not doing it on purpose."
"Yeah, I guess," I said as I walked back into the living room. "It's just depressing.
Let's talk about something else, okay?"
"Sure, Neal. Sure."
The rest of Joy's visit was more pleasant. We talked about the changes in Holiday.
(There aren't many: a new coffee shop, a new gas station and a Wal-Mart about ten miles
away in Crete.) We also discussed our classmates (who was dead, crazy or missing in action).
Joy brought me some staples to get me through the night. In addition to the beer, she brought
coffee, butter, milk, bread, eggs and some lunch meat and potato chips. "I'm not a cook," she
said, blushing. "Or a nutritionist." The most interesting part of our conversation came just
before she left.
"Hey, Neal," she said with her eyes cast down in a shy, little-girl expression, an
expression I remember from years before. "Remember when we almost -- you know, fucked
in the choir room one night during musical rehearsal?"
I burst out laughing, almost shooting beer through my nose, before choking out, "Oh
my god, that's right."
"Yeah, we were doing some dumb-assed musical."

"Fiddler on the Roof."
''Whatever," Joy said, tossing her long, curly hair away from her face. "Anyway, there
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was this roll-away bed from the set, and you and I --"
'Took advantage of the situation," I said, nodding with the memory. "I remember
messing around on the cot. First, we kissed, and then we kinda laid down on the bed, and --"
Joy started laughing as she picked up my thought. "We -- we were getting all friendly,
and I guess someone saw us, 'cause they ran and told ole lady Babbit."
"Oh, man, I remember hearing her high heels clicking on the hallway's tile floor."
''You were so scared. You hopped off the cot and tried to run across the room before
she came in."
"Yeah, and I'd have made it, too, if that goddamn blanket hadn't caught in the back
of my pants."
"I still remember Babbit's face," Joy said through her giggles. "She couldn't really

accuse us of anything, because she hadn't seen it. But, she knew something had happened
because my shirt was half unbuttoned, and that stupid blanket was hanging from your belt."
"She probably said a lot of 'Hail Mary's' for us that night," I said, remembering the
shiny Catholic crucifix that Babbit always wore.
"It was a good time," Joy said, composing herself.
I started scratching my head before revealing, ''You know, Joy, that- that was my first
boner with a partner."
''You're kidding," she said quietly as she rose and tossed the empty beer bottles into
the kitchen trash can. "Well, I guess I should be honored."
"Naw," I said, trying to lighten the mood again. "I've had plenty since then."
'Well," Joy said as she collected her purse. 'We'll need to discuss that some other time
before you leave."
''Yeah," I said, looking at her red hair and freckles in the bright light of the kitchen.
"I better go," she said as she began walking through the front porch. She opened the
door, then hesitated and turned to face me. "It's nice seeing you again. Neal?"
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"Yeah?"
"That stuff I said on the phone about being too screwed up to leave this place. It
wasn't all true. I've raised a kid, kept a business going and kept out of the mental wards and
rehabs."
"You seem to be doing fine," I said as I leaned against the door frame, wondering how
much she knew about me.
"I am, but it's still good to see you," she said and gave me a quick peck on the cheek.
"Call me."
"Okay. Bye, Joy."
"Neal, it's nice having somebody back in this house. I've always liked your family's
house," she called from the sidewalk before she hopped into her car and disappeared into the
night.
This morning, I began rummaging through the house, trying to see what memories
were stirred up by the place. I've been passing through rooms, trying to pick up something
from each place. The scent of the house reminds me of my mother. The bathroom's babypowder smell is unmistakably her. When I was growing up, the breezes that passed through
the upstairs were tinged with the sweet fragrance of her bath powders. I venture into the
bathroom and find a half-empty bottle of Johnson & Johnson's Baby Powder resting near the
claw-footed bath tub. As I survey the shocking pink walls and pale pink tiles of the bathroom,
my eyes stop on the frosted-glass window in the center of the east wall. The frosted glass is
the only original piece of glass in the house. An intricately textured shell pattern obscures the
view through the small rectangular window. I walk over and sit on an old stool near the
window and, as my mother did night after night from early April to late October, open the
window and peer through the immaculate screen into the morning sky. The combination of
the familiar scent and my perch on her stool brings back a vivid memory of my mother. I
remember coming into this tiny bathroom night after night and seeing my mother sitting in
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her turquoise terry-cloth robe, peering through this little crack of open window. She was
waiting for my father to return from some bar. She'd wrap her arms around herself, hugging
herself for comfort, and rock back and forth, the pink hairnet protecting her home perm
swaying lazily as she rocked. The moment Adam or I walked into the room, she'd start boohooing. I used to call it "boo-booing" because it was beyond regular crying. Way beyond. It
was much more theatrical with lots of diaphragm control and vibrato. "Don't ever be like him!
Don't you ever be like him. Ever!" she'd say. Then she'd sob, and rd try to comfort her.
As I walk down the narrow enclosed staircase, two more memories flash in my mind.

The first makes me laugh, because it involves my sleep-walking. I don't do it much any more,
but I used to do it all the time. After puberty, I'd get up in the middle of the night, totally
asleep, tum on the lights in everyone else's bedrooms, and then go back to my own bedroom,
shut the door and go to sleep. Then, when someone came in to ask what the hell I was doing,
I'd let loose with a string of obscenities, beginning and ending with the word, "fuck." The next
morning, my mother would be serving breakfast and say with a smirk, "You were at it again."
I'd die, shrinking in my seat, having a vague memory of screaming, "Get the fuck outta here,"
at my mother. Fortunately, I was never punished for what I did while unconscious.
The other memory goes back to my mother's bathroom performances. When Adam and
I were old enough to pick up her mantra, we began bitching about Dad, calling him a drunk
and a lousy father or husband, depending on the trigger for our angry words. My mother
would tolerate it for a while, then she'd start swinging. She'd usually clip me across the
mouth, and Adam on the side of the head. "Don't you dare bad-mouth your father. Where
would we be without him?" she'd hiss, and end our complaining. Clearly, it was fine for Mom
to hang our father out to dry, but we were to remain silent. "Just grin and bear it," she'd say
after one of these incidents. "That's what I do. Just grin and bear it."
In the kitchen, I make a pot of coffee and some toast. After all of these months, the
house still reeks of my mother's cooking. I remember reading about scents haunting a house
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while I was researching a film role in A Haunting We Will Go. The article described incidents
where the scent of cigars, perfumes, and even dog shit signaling the presence of a restless
spirit. In my mother's kitchen, her presence floats through the air in a mixture of scents.
These scents of fresh coffee, crispy fried bacon, and home-made cookies and cinnamon rolls
mingle and permeate the air of the house's main floor with the artistry of my mother, flowing
from the wood paneling and the cabinets, until my mouth waters. My mother was the queen
of desserts, baking all day as a reward for good grades or improved health, because she hated
to hear my father bitch about the "weaklings" she was raising. Any time I pleased her, she'd
start baking, and although I'd get bitched at by both my mother and father for being so fat
later, I enjoyed the sticky sweetness of her creations. My toast isn't even as good as hers;
there's not enough butter on it and it's too crispy.
I munch on my toast, sip my coffee and look around the kitchen. While the cleaners
are good at their jobs and everything looks tidy, I can see where my mother would throw a fit
about their sloppiness. The top of the refrigerator is dusty, and along the ceiling, cob webs
wave in the breeze. My mother would always keep the house immaculate. Not a single cob
web escaped her dust mop, and the dust bunnies were always annihilated by her duster. The
cob webs are the worst. She'd never have let them collect like this.
Looking up at the ceiling, I have this vague image of being hoisted on the powerful
shoulders of my father and carried through the house and up to bed. This was before the
shotgun or the drinking. He always smelled of booze, but it was nothing to be frightened of
as long as I could ride his strong shoulders. Up above everyone on those muscular shoulders,
I was safe and loved. This is my one fond memory of my father -- those shoulders carrying me
to bed as I laughed and tried to touch my mother's sparkling white ceiling.
I step out on the sun porch carrying my steaming cup of coffee. The morning's full of
memories. This one's about my brother, Adam. We were always in mid-battle, a battle I never
understood until I grew older. I think we were always at odds because there was so little

74

affection in our house, and we were forced to compete for it. We never forgave each other for
that. Adam always used little moments around the house to tell me my place in his world.
He'd overheard my father yelling at me, telling me to get out of his way when they were
moving some old furniture to the attic. I was maybe seven or eight, and a few days later my
father said he was going to give the puppies away. Our dog had had four puppies, and we
were only allowed to keep two. He told us he'd found a family to take the others and was
going to take them there later in the day. About an hour after he went outside, I heard this
pounding in the front yard. I dropped my toys and walked to the front screen door. My father
was standing in the front yard, swinging a crowbar down on an old feed sack. He kept
swinging it over and over again, and as he swung, I heard a second sound, the sound of
puppies whimpering. I looked at the bag and it was moving, and the burlap slowly turned red
with every hit of my father's crow bar. My brother was watching this, too. He looked at me
with an odd smirk on his face and said, ''What'd you think, he was really giving them away?
That's what he does with things that get in the way. He stuffs 'em in a sack and beats 'em
'til they're dead."

Up in the attic, I start searching through my mother's boxes. The attic is all neat and
tidy, the boxes resting next to the old chimney. My father installed a gas furnace when I was
five, and the old chimney was sealed and left empty in the center of the house. I find two
boxes marked "Adam," one labeled "photos," and another set of boxes marked "Neal." I carry
the photo box and my two boxes down to the living room and begin digging through my past.
In the box marked "photos," I find my grammar school photos and confirm my parent's
diagnosis of me; I was a fat kid. Until junior high, I had a round face and a rounder body.
I was a beach ball with arms and legs. As I grew older, I sort of stretched out, but until my
sophomore year in high school, I was still what the clothing stores called ''husky." After that
year, I was wise-assed Wilky, a skeletal spider with a long mop of chestnut hair and a

75

constant snarl plastered across my face. My body still bounces between the extremes; rm
either borderline plump or skin and bones. Now, the next time I gain a few pounds and the
producers complain, I can show Patrice my fifth grade picture and say, "It could be worse."
I laugh as I put aside the photos and begin digging through the "Neal" boxes. The first
holds various knick-knacks and other crap my mother thought I might want. Some of my old
drawings, my grandmother's best dishes and a crystal vase all rest in wads of newspaper and
tissue.
In the second box, I find what rm looking for -- my journals. All of those horrible
secrets I was supposed to hide and throw away are inside. Pandora's box is open and rm in
flames. For a moment, I think about shutting the damn thing and going back to New York,
but Pandora's given me her curiosity, so I decide to rescue the notebooks from their tomb. I
began keeping a journal my freshman year of high school as part of an English assignment,
and only stopped during my first two years of college. rve always written down my life, trying
to keep track of my actions. In high school, I think I wanted some evidence of my continuation
during the tense years in Holiday. After I left town, my journals became the only place where
I could be completely honest.
Two spiral notebooks rest on top of more crumpled newspapers. I pull the notebooks
from the box and begin looking through them. The red notebook has "Freshman Year" written
in big black letters across its cover. The blue one has the words "Sophomore Year" boldly
written in the same dark black lettering and script. Inside each notebook, I find only partial
pages. Something has tom or chewed away sections of the pages. Many of the pages have
large blocks of print scratched out with the scribbles from a black ink pen. "Shit," I say as I
find the censored pages. Who did this -- a mouse? My mother? Or, did I do this in some
drunken rage before leaving Holiday? Luckily, some of my words are untouched, and I begin
reading these passages from the red volume as I pour a second cup of coffee:
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High School Journals: Freshman Year - 1978
I hate high school. Everybody's so stuck up. You have to watch everything you do and
say. And the older kids are so weird. In gym, these older guys whistle as I walk to the
shower, then they call my name in these high squeaky girl voices. Wilky! Wilky! Wilky!
They laugh and shake their heads and say, "What the fuck is wrong with him?" Like it's my
fault they're talking like girls. Jesus!

*

*

*

I was yelled at for writing "fuck" and "Jesus" in my last entry. I told my teacher, Mrs.
Carey, that I was just quoting someone else, but she said, "This assignment isn't an excuse for
filth." I asked her if F_ was okay and she said, ''Yes, if I felt I had to quote somebody!" So,
as my father would say, "F_ this!"

*

*

*

[There are several blackened pages before the next entry.]

*
Gym class is the pits!

*

*

While I'm trying to play these stupid sports -- football,

volleyball, etc., the older guys make fun of how I play. Then, when we have to shower and
change, they do the high-voiced crap and bump into me as I'm showering, slamming me
against the wall. One of the guys, Andy Murphy, who's a sophomore, slammed me against the
wall today, then screamed "Faggot!" in my face and pinched my ass. I don't even know what
a faggot is, but I get the general idea it's not good. I hate gym class ...

*

*

*

Another class I hate is shop. I'd rather do two hours of Algebra than try to make a
stupid waste paper basket out of some plywood. Something interesting did happen today.
This guy, Marcus Rollins, a junior, came into shop during his study hall. He's Mr. Super Jock.
Head football player, Head basketball player. And he's also supposed to be good at track,
wrestling and baseball ...
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Anyway, ole man Knotts was lecturing us on the joys of the ''T"-square in the classroom
and this guy, Marcus, was working on the saws in the shop. I could see him through the row
of windows separating the two rooms. He must have come from gym class because he only had
a pair of bright red gym trunks on.
Now, this is weird, but I couldn't take my eyes off of his chest. He's got this long blond
hair and his chest is - well, it's different from all the other guys in school. The guys in school
all look like boys, kinda scrawny and underdeveloped. But, this guy Marcus, looks like a man,
like a body builder or something. Really big and built. I'd never seen a body like that before
that wasn't in the movies. He has this really broad chest and these strange nipples, not dark,
but pink and pointy ...
The worst part of it was I think he caught me watching him. All through class I was
worried he'd seen me staring'. Then, when the bell ran and I walked past him, he said,
"F_in' fag," and spit at my feet ...

*

*

*

I ran into Petey, Jr. today. He snubbed me, walked right by like I was some stranger.
Then, I did something stupid; I grabbed his arm. He just sneered at me, pulled away and
walked over to his new friends, the jocks and assholes of Holiday High. Petey's kind of their
mascot, a pet dog stupidly wagging his tail for some new master. Seeing him pisses me off
because we used to be friends, but -- all of that's gone now. And the pisser is, I have no idea
what I did to scare him off.

*

*

*

I figured it out. Anyone that doesn't play their stupid guerilla games is a fag. There
are a lot of us in the freshman class. Stash and I seem to be the leaders. Stash isn't worried,
but that's just 'cause he's always thinking about what's going to happen when he gets home.
I keep noticing the jocks pushing us into lockers, hitting us in the hall, and pinching our ass
and making these really sick kissing sounds. They laugh at us all the time. If we could just
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join together, we'd beat those F_ers but it'll never happen. If we join together we tell them
they're right. We're a team all right, the fag team and nobody has the balls to admit who they
are ...

*

*

*

[There are a group of pages, maybe ten or twenty, tom out of the spiral binder at this point.]

*

*

*

I spied on Marcus and the others today. I was staying after school to paint set for the
musical. The set's stored behind the stage curtain in the gym, so I could hear the wrestlers
practice while I painted. The coach had to leave for a phone call, so he told the team to do
"stretches" until he got back. After a few minutes I heard this rhythmic clapping and chanting
coming from the practice. I peeked through the curtain to see what's going on. The team kept
chanting "Go, go, go, go!"

wh!_l~ ~arcus

was in the center of the gym lying face down on the

logo of the Indian on center court. He did a kind of weird push-up, his groin against the
drawings mouth, and he kept thrusting his hips with each "go" that the team chanted.
Gradually, I realizee what he was doing. Marcus was humping the Indian's mouth. These
guys are always telling each other "blow me" or "suck me" and now they're cheering on their
leader as he humps their team mascot. Who's the real fags?

*

*

*

I run into Marcus at lunch and he starts giving me crap, telling me what a sissy I am.
I listen to it for a few minutes before saying, ''Yeah, well, at least I don't f_ the gym floor."
He gives me this really mean stare and says, "What the f_ are you talking about?" I say,.
"I saw you, faggot." Then the bell rang and he walks to class real slow, giving my the evil eye.
Stash says, "Are you nuts? He's gonna f_in' kill you!" Maybe I am dead, but at least I stood
up to the asshole ...

*

*

*

[The remaining pages in this journal have been tom out.]
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It's late afternoon when I finish reading the first notebook. I drive in town to get some
groceries and decide not to think about the journals until I get home. Parts of it are very
funny, but there's something darker underneath that frightens me. I've had enough nostalgia
for one day, so I grab my groceries and end up driving to the park to mellow out for a while.
I take a few pencils and my sketch pad out of my car and sit under this huge oak tree.
While I'm trying to figure out what to sketch, this kid of fifteen or sixteen walks over
to the swings and starts doing a gymnastics routine on the rings in the middle of the swings.
He pulls himself up and holds a "T" position for a long time before dropping and swinging free.
I watch him toss his shirt against one of the posts of the swing set before remounting the
rings. On his back is the most outrageous tattoo I've ever seen. A charging lion jumping
through a ring of fire covers approximately half of his back. With my pad and pencil, I begin
sketching the tattoo as the boy goes through his routine.
After a while, the kid calls over to me, ''What the hell are you lookin' at, Mister?"
"Uh, sorry, it's -- it's your tattoo. It's pretty striking."
The boy dismounts and comes to stand in front of me, his strawberry blond hair
blowing in the chilly autumn breeze. "Strikin', huh? Is that good?"
"Yeah, I guess. If you want a lot of people to stare at your back."
"People do what they want," the kid says with a defiant stare. "I ain't got no control
over people."
"Well, that tattoo's bound to attract some attention," I say, rising and brushing the
dead grass from my blue jeans.
The kid looks me over before a smile appears on his angular, pimply face. "You ain't
from around here, are ya?"
"No -- well, yes, I used to be, but I moved away. I live in New York now."
"New York," he says as his grin broadens. "Cool!"

"It can be. Why'd you ask me if I was from around here?"
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"'Cause you dress so weird," he says, pointing to my leopard-print shirt and red granny
glasses.
"A lot of people told me that when I lived here."
"They did?"
"Yeah."
"Well," he says, sauntering over to one of the swings and standing in it. He begins
swinging before he continues. "They didn't lie. You look like you should be on T.V. or
something."
I ignore the opportunity to introduce myself, and continue talking with the boy. "This
shirt's pretty sedate for me. When I was your age, I found patches of stars and moons and
fruits that were covered in sequins. I bought them and sewed them on a pair of jeans and a
shirt. I wore them to school the next day."
"No shit. What'd the other kids say?"
"They just stared at my ass all day, then they tried to rip them off of me during lunch."
"That ain't no big surprise. Sounds kinda 'faggy' for this place."
''Yeah. Probably. Still," I say, lighting a cigarette, "I had everybody's attention for a
whole day. They were kinda like your tattoo."
"Shit, no," the boy says. "My tattoo's cool. That sequined shit is just fuckin' weird."
I laugh at his honesty and nod my head. ''Yeah, I guess you're right."
"So," the boy says after a beat. "Are you?"
"Am I what?"
"You know, a fag?" he asks, jumping off the swing.
I laugh again, but stop when I notice his serious expression. Slightly embarrassed, I
ask, "Don't you have homework to do?"
It's the kid's turn to laugh as he grabs his shirt and starts walking away. "You have
a good day, mister, okay?"
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"Yeah, sure," I say as the kid hops on his bike. "Hey, what's your name? I might want
to get one of those tattoos."
"Rusty," he says, pointing to his orangish-blond mop of hair. "Later," he says with a
wave, and zooms past before I can ask any more.
I notice Fletcher's Fine Goods and Antiques on the other side of the park and decide
to go in and browse before I go home. As I cross the park, I notice the leaves are beginning
to fade a bit. In a few weeks, it will be Fall, and the park will be awash with reds, oranges
and shades of gold and brown. I try to remember this park in Fall, but I draw a blank as I
reach the store entrance.
As I pass through the door, I hear the energetic notes of a player piano as it whips

through "Ain't We Got Fun." The piano is the only piece of any value or interest in the store,
and it wears a sign saying: "Not for Sale." I remember Ole Man Fletcher had a real thing for
player pianos, and bought and restored them in his spare time. This piano has the tone of a
slightly crazed merry-go-round calliope as it repeats the song:
Every mornin', every evenin',
Ain't we got fun?
Not much money. Oh, but Honey,
Ain't we got fun?

The music is really getting on my nerves as I collide with a horse collar, sending it
crashing to the floor.
"Hey, what's goin' on over there?" a gruff voice calls from behind the counter. A round
roly-poly man waddles toward me. His brown hair is receding and he's much rounder; but,
beneath all of that blubber is a recognizable face. My old pal, Petey Fletcher, Jr. has taken
over the family business. He stares at me for a long moment before blinking slowly and
saying, "Neal Wilkinson?"
"Hi, Petey! Sorry about the collar."
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"Oh, don't you worry about it," he says, enthusiastically yanking at my hand. He
shakes it as if he's trying to pump water from a well. "I can't believe it. A big star like you
in my store. My wife, Penny, watches you all the time. Well, how the hell are you?"
"Fine, Petey, and you?"
"I'm fine, just fine," he says, and his midwestern twang has all of the appeal of
fingernails against a blackboard. "What brings you home?"
"I'm shooting a movie in Chicago. So, I thought I'd stop by and get my mother's house
ready for sale."
"Oh my, yes," he says, gushing, and his voice makes me cringe. Something about it
makes me want to run, but I stay. I have to stay because he won't let go of my hand. "I was
so sorry to hear about her. Penny and I saw her every Sunday at church."
"Really?" I say, and the music combined with Petey's voice and his grip on my hand
causes the fist to tighten its grip below my heart. "Look, Petey, I have groceries in the car,
so I have to go."
'Well, I understand. You just come back any time, okay?"
"Sure, Petey. Sure," I say as I pull him toward the front door.
''You just remember us once you get back to that big movie set, okay?" he restates,
tightening his grip on my hand.
"All right, Petey," I say as I pry my hand free and slip through the door. "So long."
"So long, Neal. See ya soon," he says and waves from the shop's doorway.
I practically run to my car to escape the grating noise of the store. Petey's solicitous
voice and the grating music keep playing in my head as I drive away. "There's something not
right about that voice," Wilky says in a low, hushed tone. He's right. The voice was the main

problem. I vaguely remembered the last time I heard Petey Jr.'s whiny voice. He was leaning
close to my ear and saying, ''You think you're somethin' but you're not. You're nothin'. You're
just a fuckin' cunt. Just a fuckin' greasy cunt." As the words replay in my head, I pull the
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car over and lean out of the open door, throwing up on the side of the road.

Holiday, Illinois
September 26, 1998

I wake up to the sound of a cat crying outside of my bedroom window. The weather's
warm and I've left the windows open, hoping to reap the benefits of a post-storm breeze. I
stretch lazily before slipping into my oriental silk robe and walking downstairs. My father
used to train his dogs to attack cats. If a cat crossed through our yard, my mother and father
would stand at the door hissing, "Sick 'em. Sick 'em," until the dogs noticed and disposed of
the cat.
"Training dogs to kill cats, beating puppies to death with a crow bar -- no wonder I
couldn't find an appropriate Father's Day card for the ol' man," I say, shaking my head as I
pass through the front door. I look around my parent's yard for the crying cat before calling,
"Kitty, kitty. Here, kitty kitty."
I walk barefoot into the dried grass as I search for the animal. A tiny "meow" guides
me behind the old garage. My family's house is immaculate from the roadside view. But, if
you look behind the buildings, there's a lot of clutter. Behind the garage rests an ancient
home-made camper resting on a set of concrete blocks. My father built this camper from scrap
lumber and plywood and attached it to a cargo wagon, pulling it with his pick-up. He only
used it for fishing trips. The wooden structure had been cushioned by my father who added
carpet scraps to the floor to create a make-shift club house for my brother and me as we grew
up. A yellow tiger-striped tail switches underneath the heayY end of the camper. The camper
sits a bit lopsided, as if it's toppled from its concrete perch. My only thought is that the
camper has dropped from its precarious perch and trapped the cat beneath it. I rush over into
the over-grown weeds surrounding the camper and continue calling the cat. "Come here, kitty,
come on," I say as I lift the camper slightly.
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"Me-Ow!" the cat shrieks as it runs away from the camper. I look down at my feet and
see a large black snake coiling around my left ankle.
"Jesus!" I scream as I run from the weeds and their occupant. The snake lazily slithers
back under the rocking camper as I head for the safety of the house. "Fucking snakes," I yelp
as I slam the front door. "Shit, this is why I moved to New York. The only snakes there are
in the fucking zoo."
I walk into the kitchen and begin making coffee. My toast might suck, but my coffee
is much better than my mother's. Hers was thick and strong like road tar with little bits of
grounds floating in it. Mine will keep me awake, but won't destroy my stomach. As I pour
my first cup of the morning, the phone rings.
"Hello? I say.
"Hi, bud, how's it goin'?" Davis' voice comes from the receiver.
"Davis, I just stepped on a snake."
"It's a jungle out there," he says dryly.
"Tell me about it," I reply. "Why are you calling?"
"Missed your cheery voice," he says. "Seriously, I was kinda worried about you and
wondered how things were going."
"Well," I begin as I sit in my mother's rocking chair and get comfortable. "I just
finished reading through my freshman journal entries."
"Really? Any revelations or burning bushes?"
''Yeah, I now know why I never became prom queen."
Davis begins laughing at this. "You weren't Mr. Popular, huh?"
"No, I think I really pissed most people off," I said before changing the subject. "There
was something weird yesterday."

"Really, what?"
"I went into this guy's store and he started talking to me. All very friendly, but ...
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When he was talking to me, doing the 'Oh, we're so proud of you' shtick, I remembered his
voice from high school."
"You knew him from high school?"
"Yeah. Anyway, the voice from high school was hardly a fan."
"What do you mean?" Davis asks and yawns.
"He called me a cunt. I was so freaked by the memory, I threw up on the roadside."
"Ah, I see. Thanks for sharing ... Seriously, Neal, are you sure you're okay down
there in Green Acres?" Davis uses his paternal voice to ask this.
"I'm fine, Daddy. What's up on the soap?" I say, rolling my eyes at his concern.
"Kiki's still a bitch. She threw a brush at me today."
"Why?"
"I told her those extra ten pounds look really good on her."
"You didn't," I said, snickering at the thought.
"I did! It's my going-away present to you."
"Oh, why, thank you," I say before asking, "How's things with Armand?"
"God, Neal, you must be in bad shape to use his legal name," Davis says, and I can
hear voices in the background. "He's fine -- um, he came into town last night."
"Really? And where did you two--"
'Well, we came over to your place."
I gasp, anticipating his next sentence. ''You fucked Herman in my bed?"
"No," Davis stammers. "Not in your bed -- in your bathtub."
"Oh, my god!" I say, laughing at Davis' embarrassment. "Did Ms. Bernhardt see
anything?"
"No," he says ruefully. 'We blindfolded her."
I laugh at his sarcasm before saying, "Davis, you're such a kinky boy."
Davis waits a moment before continuing. "Look, I gotta go pretty soon. They're about
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to film my scene. You gonna watch the show today?"
"Probably."
"Good. Um, the cat's fine and --" Davis is interrupted by some other voices in the
background. "Yeah -- okay. Hey, I really gotta go. Wardrobe needs me."
"Tell Sherman 'hello,'" I say, recognizing the background voice.
"Okay. Are you sure you're fine?"
"As fine as I ever am."
"That's very little comfort. Look, Neal, I'm sending you something," Davis says with
a mischievous tone.
"What?"
"A surprise.

Just a little something to help you while away the hours in the

cornfields."
"I hope you punched some air holes in the box."
"There's no need. He's a deep sea diver. Those guys can really hold their breath."
"Great. Well, look, Davis, I'll call you if any other revelations make me puke."
"Can't wait to hear. Bye, bud," Davis says.
"Bye," I say as the line goes dead with a click.
I freshen my lukewarm coffee and sit down with my box of artifacts. I pull out the
blue spiral notebook marked "Sophomore Year" and begin reading:

High School Journals: Sophomore Year - 1974
Petey, Jr. signed my yearbook today. He was all smiles and asked ifhe could sign it.
"Sure," I said, and handed it over. I thought he might have changed his mind about-- things,
so I let him sign it.
When I got my yearbook back, I flipped through it to find out what Petey had written.
On the inside comer, Petey, Jr. had written:
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To a left-handed weirdo!! Fuck you faggot!
He had scrawled the words so hard against the paper that the first page was torn badly. My
mother noticed the tear and gave me hell for being stupid enough to entrust my yearbook to
Petey and his friends.
"Why did you let him have it? Those boys are nothing but trouble," she barked as I
went up to my room.
Goddamn Petey. He still gets to me.

*

*

*

I got a letter from the head football coach, Coach Malcom, inviting me to join the team
for summer try-outs. Since I'm fat, they think I might be a good windbreak for those skinny
little half-backs. I said no. That's what they want. My parents, the drunks at my father's
bar, and those fuckheads at school. They. They all want me to do what they expect so they
won't be afraid of me. It's weird, but I really think that's what it is. They're afraid of me
because -- because I don't want what they want. Fuck 'em! I'm not going to get myself beaten
black and blue just so their little pea brains can rest easy at night.
School starts next week and I've decided to keep two diaries. One with the f_ shit
and then, my real diary. I've decided to call them diaries because my father said diaries are
for little limp-wristed girls. Since then, I've called them "diaries" just to watch the steam curl
out of his pointy little ears.
I have a great entry for "what I did on my summer vacation." Up till now, I've been
spared most of the farm work, only watering livestock and walking beans. The rest of the
time, I'm supposed to help my mother out in the house. But, I guess the old man decided I
was a little too fem, so he told me I was supposed to buck bales today. I walk out there, and
I'm working the barn, sending bales up the elevator-thingy to Marcus, Petey Jr. and those
other neanderthals. Anyway, it's really hot and the hay sticks to my body and those baboons
in the loft are making cracks about me when my father's gone, so -- I faked a faint. I've heard
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about people fainting from the heat. So I figure, what the fuck? The moment my father's
tractor hits the driveway, I start shaking. By the time he pulls next to the wagon, I'm doing
a header of the hay rack -- a perfect fucking swan dive. I almost hit the axle with my head,
but I miss it and just crumple in a heap on the ground. The monkeys in the loft are laughing
and cheering, and my father -- my father walks up to me and says, "Goddammit, can't you do
anything?" I wanted to say, "Yes, mother-fucker, I can act my ass off," but I just stagger into
the house and spend the day lying in front of the fan and drinking lemonade.

*

*

*

I was thinking about this acting thing last night. I've done some plays and shit in
school and church, and I've always loved it. Fainting on the hayrack was a great performance.
That's what I like about acting. You can pass yourself off for anyone or anything. You can
do anything, kill someone, kiss thE?l!l•__a_!ld then get away with it, saying, "I was just acting."
The big tum-on is, no one can blame you for your actions when you're acting. If you play a
part, nothing can get to you.
I keep thinking I'll get out of this shit-hole and make something of myself. If the art
thing doesn't work, maybe the acting thing will.

*

*

*

[Several pages have been tom out of the journal.]

*

*

*

School's worse this year. I thought it would be better, but it's not. Marcus and his
goons are always at me, taunting me in the hall and everything. Stash thinks I should tell
Coach Malcom, but he's not going to do anything. Stash is stoned all the time now. He has
a patch with a marijuana leaf on his coat, and he reeks of it all the time. Today, he has a
black eye, courtesy of his old man. I used to bitch to him about my parents, but I thought he
kind of resented it, so I stopped. I guess mine aren't as bad as his. They never leave marks.

*

*
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*

Marcus "fucking" Rollins grabbed my fucking ass today in the lunch line. I was
wearing some of Adam's hand-me-down jeans. They're pink with blue patch pockets and bellbottoms, and I've lost enough weight they almost fit. Anyway, this psycho, Marcus, grabs my
ass and pushes me against the wall saying, "Oh, Wilky, you got such a tight little ass, I
couldn't resist." Everybody laughed and the teachers didn't do shit because he's some fucking
jock hero and I'm just a freak. I whipped around and started screaming at him, ''You ignorant
fuck," I yelled. "You stupid fucking faggot. What's your problem?" Everybody started going
''Wooo!" and the shop teacher, Mr. Knotts, yelled for me to watch my mouth. Marcus just
glared at me and hissed, "You're dead, cunt!"

*

*

*

Yesterday, Marcus caught me in the shower after gym and pushed me against the
slimy wall. God, they never clean that place and the mold and mildew's about six inches thick.
We were standing there naked and he grabbed me by the throat and pinned me against the
wall. I really couldn't breathe, but I wasn't scared. It wasn't scary so much as weird. After
he showed me that I couldn't get away and that nobody would stop him, he just let me go,
slapped my face and made some faggy kissing noises. He walked away from me and said,
"Sing, pretty Wilky-boy." Weird! Definitely weird.

*

*

*

[There are several pages torn out between these entries.]

*

*

*

I've tried to avoid showering after P.E., skipping it as much as possible. A lot of guys
do it. Today, Malcom tells us his Assistant Coach, Willy Wiley, will be doing a shower check.
After P.E., we strip and file by Wiley while he checks us off of his clipboard. He holds the
clipboard so his eyes are staring straight at our cocks. I want to ask him if he likes his job,
but figure I've got enough trouble.

*

*
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*

Wiley's sick this week, so we're on our honor. I want to skip showering, but I'm afraid
somebody will tum me in. So, I guess I'll just sneak in after Marcus and his goons are gone.
Marcus keeps looking at me with this half-assed smirk on his face. The other day, I caught
him staring at my cock. No lie, his eyes were glued to my cock while I stood naked by the
locker. I just glared at him until he looked up, winked, and said, "What you lookin' at,
faggot?" It gave me the creeps.

*

*

*

Stash keeps telling me I've got to calm down, but they're not bothering him. He keeps
asking if I wanna get stoned. ''You wanna get high, man?" he says. "You'll feel a whole lot
better." But, I'm afraid I'll fuck up my brain or something. If I fuck up my brain, I don't have
shit and then I'll never get out of here.

*

*

*

Petey did his "trained monkey" routine for the goons again today. Seems that Marcus
and the boys have adopted poor Petey as their chief stooge. Any time they want to give
someone shit in the hallway or the cafeteria, they wind up Petey and send him hopping down
the hall with cymbals smacking and drum beating. A fucking toy monkey performing for a
group of guerrillas.
Anyway, Petey walked up to Stash today in the cafeteria and dumped a carton of
chocolate milk on his head. Those fuckers in the jock corner went nuts, howling and clapping
and shit. Petey pranced over to Marcus and received high-fives as his reward. I guess those
are the equivalent of feeding him a grub worm or scratching his ear.
Stash didn't fight back or do anything. All of his fight has been beaten out of him
years ago by his old man. I was steaming. So, I bought a can of pop and shook it up, really
hard and fast. Then, I walked over to Petey and opened the fucker. Pop went all over him
and me. Petey kept trying to smack me, but I just laughed and dodged his swings.
The interesting thing was, the rest of the goons didn't do shit. They just exchanged
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these serious looks, as if to say, "Did you see that? Did you see what he did?"
They just kept staring at each other like I'd broken some sacred rule or something.
I defied their sacred order of stupid fuck and they didn't know what to do. It was great!!

*

*

*

[The rest of the pages are either torn out or scribbled on. Most of them
are illegible, but the words "Fuck" and "It's All Shit!" appear on several pages.]

The rest of my journals are gone. I dug everything out of both boxes, and they're gone.
That tightness below my heart throbs from what I've read, and I can't read any more. I can't
find out what all of this means. Shit! I've been reading these pages over and over again, and
I still can't remember what happened next. I'm tired and pissed because I don't know what
to do. It's late afternoon and I think I'm going to take a nap. Maybe when I wake up, I'll
figure out how to solve this.

When I wake up, everything's dark. I grope around for the light switch and shut my
eyes as the lamp floods the living room with light. I squint and look up at the wall clock. It's
8:15 and I feel hung over. As I'm turning on some more lights, the phone rings, startling me.
It's Virginia.
"Neal, I've been calling for hours. Where the hell have you been?" Virginia says in her
usual I'm-on-a-mission tone.
"Asleep," I say simply.
"Asleep? Are you ill, dear?"
"No, no, I'm fine. Look, Virginia, what can I do for you?"
"The Williams' lawyer called. He was wondering if you could possibly come up there
tomorrow."
"Tomorrow?"
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"I know it's short notice, love," Virginia coos, 'but they really want this over with in
a hurry. So can you manage it?"
"Uh, sure, I guess so," I say, realizing my schedule's pretty open without the rest of
those journals.
"Fabulous, darling. I'll ring them up tomorrow. Ciao." And before I can respond, she's
gone.
I walk through the house, trying to get my bearings. My nap has robbed me of a sense
of time and personal organization as I try to decide what to do next. I flip on the outside
porch lights, checking the weather and my surroundings. Passing the front door, I notice a
package sitting beside the door. Davis' "surprise" must have been left by the postman while
I slept. I open the door and lug the heavy box into the living room. After rummaging through
some drawers, I find a scissors and cut open the packaging tape. I begin laughing the moment
I lift the parcel's flaps. Davis has loaded this box with a cheap VCR and a mini-tape library
containing all of my early films. Copies of Goat's Head Soup and A Haunting We Will Go,
along with several other schlock horror epics, are packed with copies of My Father's Land, a
western version of Shakespeare's Hamlet, and my audition tape for Sole Suroivors. Good old
Davis, he always knows how to lighten my mood.
A loud squealing outside makes me run to the front door. I wonder if the cat's trapped
again, so I run and get a flashlight and go outside. "Kitty?" I call softly as I draw near the
camper. I notice a glow coming from the camper's cut out windows, the type of glow produced
by candles. I quietly sneak up to the metal structure and notice it rocking slightly. Ignoring
my immediate impulse to run and phone the police, I reach over and begin pounding on the
side of the camper. "Hey, in there!" I shout as a rumbling begins from within. The door flings
open and two naked bodies run through it, each carrying a bundle of clothing as they run. The
bodies are tall and lanky, the bodies of teen-agers. But, I can't determine their sex from the
rear view. I think I catch a glimpse of something on the taller body's back, some markings.
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A tattoo? But, before I can verify this, the pair giggle and speed off, a pair of bicycle reflectors
glowing from the porch light. I shout at them, "Hey, you two. Stop! What do you think you're
doing?" But, it's too late; they are gone.
My foot bumps against something on the ground, and I notice some empty whiskey
bottles discarded beside the supporting concrete blocks. Leaning down, I retrieve them, the
strong aroma of whiskey assaulting my nostrils. I notice the camper is still rocking, and cross
to the open door to see if anyone else is still inside. I flash my flashlight in as my head ducks
in to survey the interior. Several half-melted candles lay on the floor, as do more empty
bottles of whiskey and beer. A high-school couple's party shack, the camper contains all of the
rustic conveniences essential for teen-agers: alcohol and privacy. As I reach inside to retrieve
some more empty bottles, the concrete blocks tum over with a clunk due to the intrusion of
more weight, and the camper's balance suddenly gives way. For a moment I am trapped half
inside and half outside the now revolving doorway. The toppling camper tosses me to the
ground. Before my head slams against the jagged wooden door frame, I begin sensing the
vague recollection of the last time I crawled into this cramped cabin.

My father took one weekend fishing trip a year with his best friend, Petey Fletcher,
Sr. My brother and I wondered what they did on that weekend, fascinated by what Mom
called "man's stuff." When I turned eleven, my father invited me to join himself and Petey,
Sr. on the trip. Adam was pissed because he'd never been invited. "I got invited along, Adam,"
I crowed when he phoned from college. ''You didn't ever get to go with 'em, did ya?"
"Naw," he said.
"Why not, Adam? Why didn't you go?"
"I was never asked, dipshit!" he huffed and slammed the phone in my ear.
The day came, and we were up and off at 5:30 in the morning. All the way to the lake,
I was cautioned to behave by my father. He kept saying this was his only relaxation, and he
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"won't have it ruined by a lot of my bullshit." Petey, Sr. gave me a candy bar and kept telling
me how glad he was I could make it. He said he liked meeting Petey, Jr.'s friends and had
suggested my father bring me along on this trip. That was how we traveled, with my father
warning me not to spoil his fun, and Mr. Fletcher telling me how glad he was I could come.
When we reached the lake, we parked the camper and Petey, Sr. began fishing with
colorful lures and a new rod and reel. My father and I sat on the dock with bamboo poles, and
he drank while we waited for a bite. He popped the top of his fourth beer before two o'clock
in the afternoon, and sat silently staring into the murky green water. I noticed his float go
under a few times, but was afraid to tell him, fearing my voice would ruin his fun.
At night, my father built a fire and I expected the fun to start. I imagined the three
of us telling ghost stories and roasting marshmallows. But, we sat around the fire, eating
soggy baloney sandwiches with wilted lettuce, and my father and Mr. Fletcher started drinking
the hard stuff. The smell of whiskey was familiar to me and its scent cautioned me to be
silent. When Daddy would drink whiskey, he was a mean drunk, cussing you out for being
around, and taking inaccurate swings at you that only stirred up the air. There were no ghost
stories, no campfire songs, not even any fish big enough to keep. When it was time for bed,
I climbed into the camper, disappointed with the day.
My father's heavy snoring woke me, and I tried to turn over, but couldn't. Something
large and damp was pressing me against the plywood flooring, something too big to push away.
I lied there petrified in the darkness as the heavy thing breathed and moved above me, its
damp fur tickling my left ear. My father was passed out on the ground outside, the whiskey
making him "dead to the world." "Dead to the world" was Mom's expression for it, and it was
pretty accurate. He heard nothing, saw nothing, and would not wake up. I was at the mercy
of the heavy thing on my back. Its breathing became harder and raspier as it moved against
me and I felt its sticky skin touching my backside. Slowly, it began to speak. "You're quite
a boy, Neal. Quite a boy." With these words, the thing rolled off of me and I was free. I
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turned to see what it was, and saw Mr. Fletcher struggling to pull up his long johns, his stiff
"thing" waving as he pulled up the thermal pants. The thing, his dick, started shriveling as
he stared out at my passed-out father. He must have heard me stirring because he turned and
put his index finger to his lips saying, "Shhh! Go to sleep, Neal. You were having a dream."
I was so scared, I shut my eyes tightly and prayed for morning to come.
The next day was the same. My father drank and dangled his line in the water, and
Mr. Fletcher winked at me and went over to the nearest bank to cast his beautiful lures into
the water. I noticed things about him as he fished, the heavy hair covering his forearms and
the base of his neck, his long greasy hair hanging over his left eye. When he came in for
dinner, I noticed a funny drawing on his right forearm, a knife dripping blood with the word
"Killer" written on its handle. As we sat around the campfire, I thought about telling my
father about Petey, Sr. and the night before. But, the smell of whiskey and my father's earlier
warning frightened me into silence. I wasn't sure what had happened the past night, but I
was sure it would ruin my father's fun if I told him about it.
After my father ordered me to the camper, I decided to stay awake to keep from getting
crushed again. A few minutes after I laid in my roll of blankets, my father's snoring began,
telling me he was once again dead to the world. A while later, Mr. Fletcher climbed into the
camper and began pulling down his pants. I lied very still, hoping he'd just go to sleep, but
he didn't. He stared at me for a long time before his huge hand reached for the waist band
of my jeans. I kept quiet, hoping he'd go away, but when he pulled my jeans down, I let out
a short frightened yelp. His free hand covered my mouth and nose before I could say any
words.
"Now, boy, you be quiet," he hissed, and the smell of the whiskey on his breath made
me feel sick. 'We wouldn't want to wake the dead, would we?"
I started pushing against his hand, trying to free my face from its grip. He started
touching my thing and whispered, "You be quiet and I'll make you feel real nice."
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I grunted a little and tried to push free, but my thing did start getting all stiff and
hard, and I started crying. "Shhh!" he hissed as his hand pulled away from my face and his
head lowered over me. "That's it, boy! You like this, don't ya?"
For a moment I caught my breath before starting to kick and shout, "No!"
The huge hand once again locked over my face, and the other one grabbed my neck.
"Why, you little--" he hissed as his hands squeezed me and slammed me against the hard
floor. From outside, my father's snoring broke off suddenly, becoming a short expressive moan.
"Don't you say nothin'," Petey, Sr. said as his body pressed against mine. "Don't you
fuckin' say nothin'. This never happened, remember that. This never happened.

ff

I couldn't breathe, and the smell of Mr. Fletcher's sweat and the whiskey made me
want to puke. I began drifting away from the hands and the smell into an even blacker place
as I heard my father's slurred voice say, "Petey, Petey."
The next morning I woke up and was surprised to be alive. We packed silently, and
Mr. Fletcher and my father wouldn't look at me. Whatever happened the night before must
have been my fault, so I stayed silent and did what I was told. When we got home, my father
told me I'd been good and I could go again if I don't nag him too much. But, I never went on
another trip with my father. I didn't think I could survive any more of that man stuff.

I wake up on the living room sofa with Joy putting a damp wash cloth across my
forehead. My head throbs, and I gradually recall the spinning camper and hitting my head.
I look up at Joy and say, "Auntie Em, I presume."
"No," she says with a slight smile crossing her freckled face.

"It's Florence

Nightengale, former candy striper."
"Mom," a voice calls from beyond my view. "Is he gonna be okay?"
Joy looks toward the doorway and responds. "Yes. Lucky thing you rode by when you
did. He's just got a nasty cut and a few bumps and bruises."
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The boy from the park walks over into my view. He looks at me, shuffling his feet and
chewing his lower lip before Joy introduces him. "This is my boy, Rusty. He's a smart kid
who wants to be a Hell's Angel. He was riding his bike past your place when you had your
little tumble. He carried you in here and called me."
"Thanks," I say as I stare into his frightened green eyes. "Didn't we meet--"
"In the park," Rusty says, cutting me off. "Yeah, you're the one with the crazy shirt."
"And you're the one with the tattoo on your back," I reply as I try to sit up. The boy's
eyes open wide with this phrase. I smile at him and look over to Joy. "I have to drive to
Springfield tomorrow, but I'd really like to thank the both of you. Why don't you come out day
after tomorrow, and I'll make some dinner. A friend of mine sent a VCR and some stupid
tapes. Maybe we can watch a couple and I can get to know your son."
"Are you sure you should drive tomorrow?" Joy asks as she removes the damp cloth to
check my wounds.
"No," I say, chuckling a bit. "But I have to. It's a meeting about the movie I'm doing."
"Well, you be careful and -- we'd love to come eat, wouldn't we, Rusty?" Joy says and
turns to her son.
"Yeah," Rusty says and resumes biting his lip. "Sure, sounds fun."
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Magic Carpet Ride
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Holiday, Illinois
June 1, 1963
A Recollection
This is my family at its worst. It's also my first (and most vivid) memory of my early
childhood:

Mom and Dad's shouting came through the kitchen doorway. They'd been fighting all
evening in there, and Adam and I were trying to ignore them. They were yelling really loud,
and occasionally we heard a pot clank against the iron range grid, a dish chinking loudly as
it struck the porcelain sink surface. These were the sounds of my mother's anger at my father.
She would drop a plate, fling a pot, and always -- always keep her back turned towards him,
her sulking face pointed downward towards her ample sagging chest, facing the wall, facing
the window, facing away from him, shutting him out. My father would root and stomp about
the kitchen like a caged bull. His boots clawed at the ground as his voice bellowed and he
debated charging his prey. Every few minutes I would peer around the door frame separating
the kitchen from the living room, and try to see what was going on. I would stare at their
ritual until one of them caught me or the smell of whiskey emanating from my father's
staggering form became too strong.
''Whatthehellareyoulookingat!"

My father slurred the sentence as if it were an

extremely complex compound word. He stopped momentarily in the doorway, his back crooked
awkwardly toward the right, his feet spread wide and comical. He stared at me and I stopped
breathing, praying for him to forget me, to lose track of me. Eventually, he remembered his
primary objective, the argument, and swiveled around to face my mother's back, nearly losing
his balance in the process.
My mother looked quickly over her shoulder and barked, "Neal, get away from that
door!"
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I scurried back toward the couch, an enormous hide-a-bed upholstered in red vinyl.
It was hot and sticky that night, storming outside, too, and my back stuck to the smooth vinyl
surface. I tried not to move, to remain still, but the loud clapping of the storm outside and the
clattering of the dishes in the next room made me jumpy. This is where I learned the value
of blocking things out, and as the focus on my toys grew, the noises surrounding me became
small and vague.
My brother, Adam, would sit about five inches away from the television, his hands
raised and cupped around his ears as he tried to focus on the happy family promenading
across the small black- and-white screen. His eyes didn't move away from the screen, his
position hardly varied. Only by watching his lungs expand and contract beneath the confines
of his black-and-white striped t-shirt could I assure myself he was still alive.
I was playing with dolls. My mother had given me several dolls to play with because
I'd asked for them. I loved the bright, varied colors of their dresses and the moveable curves
of their tiny vinyl bodies. Boy's toys were boring olive drab figurines of warriors locked in
frozen aggressive poses. My dolls could wave their arms, kick their legs, and swivel their
alert, soft-haired heads, their expressions always pleasant and interested. Adam hated my
dolls and made fun of me, hiding them whenever we were alone. He called me names like
"fairy" and "sissy," and although I did not know what these terms meant, I could tell from his
scrunched expression that they were bad -- that I was bad.
As I reached for a cotton dress of sky blue and white stripes, the scent of my father's

whiskey breath assailed my nostrils. Startled, I looked up to see my father swaying over me,
holding a long black broom in one hand.
"Goddammit," he belched as he surveyed my plaything. "What the hell are you trying
to tum this boy into, Lillian?"
"Anything, except you," my mother spit out. She was standing in the doorway of the
living room in a pose of nervous defiance, her arms crossed over her aproned chest, her body
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swaying tentatively, debating on attacking him or fleeing. I looked back to my father and
realized the black broom he was holding was actually his shotgun. I recognized it because, the
week before, he made me watch him shoot a pheasant. The gun had exploded with a loud
bang and the bird was thrown several feet from the violence of the shot, several stray feathers
detaching from its wounded body and drifting lazily to earth.
What happened next was a well-rehearsed routine.
Mom, Adam, and I sat on the couch, watching my father pace the living room with his
shotgun cocked and in hand. He muttered incoherent diatribes concerning our lack oflove and
appreciation. We were ungrateful and unfeeling. We had no idea what he must sacrifice just
to feed us. If he would die, then we'd appreciate his efforts and acknowledge his achievements.
Ifwe were dead, he'd be free of parasites. He could do whatever he wanted, without worrying
about us, if only -- if only -He stopped in front of Adam and began barking an order. "Close your fucking mouth
when you breathe, boy. Nobody wants to see your stupid tongue all the time."
Adam's a mouth breather due to bad adenoids, but he valiantly tried to comply, holding
his breath for several minutes before he quickly opened his mouth and breathed in some air.
"What are you looking at, sow?" my father bellowed as he leaned into my mother's face,
the black barrel of his shotgun banging against the wall behind the couch. A bit of plaster
broke free and landed in my mother's curlers. By this time, I was used to hearing my father
call my mother awful, horrid names. The fucking sow. The fucking cunt. These were his
favorite terms for Mom. At five years old, I didn't understand the exact meaning of these
words, but the ugly tone of them clued me in.
"And you --" my father said as he began to cry, joining the rest of us whose cheeks
were already moist with tears. "What the hell is going to become of you if all you can do is
this?"
He clasped one of my dolls' heads in his hands, squeezing it violently before flinging
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it against the wall over my head. The hard plastic bounced off of my left temple before
tumbling onto the seat between my mother and me.
"D--don't," I cried, snot bubbling from my running nose. The word tore at my throat
like a jagged piece of glass.
"Shut up!" Adam said as he cuffed the back of my head. Adam's about ten years older
than I am, and his swing is strong and violent, like Dad's.
"Mommy!" I wailed, but her lips were pursing in a tight disapproving expression, and
I tried to swallow my cries.
"Both of you, stop it! Don't I have enough to deal with?" my mother said in an oddly
controlled manner. Looking back, I realize that this was my parents' dance. We were only
their accidental audience, forced to watch their romantic warfare.
The rest of the evening is vague and jumbled. My mother and Adam begged my father
not to kill himself, and I joined in as I learned their mantra. My father paced and paced.
Perhaps he was debating whether to kill himself or us. Perhaps he was debating upon killing
all of us. Or perhaps -- perhaps he was trying to figure out a graceful way to end this,
embarrassed by his lack of self-control and his children's frightened glances.
Gradually, our crying subsided, and my father passed out in his brown plaid easychair, his gun propped against the wall behind him. Quietly, my mother began picking up the
debris. She calmly grasped the barrel of the gun and returned it to its resting place in the hall
closet. She began folding newspapers, carrying glasses into the kitchen and wiping up their
harmful water-rings from her precious wooden furniture. Adam returned to his television,
increasing the volume in minute increments. Maybe he was imagining himself as Ricky
Nelson and re-defining the evening's event as a "crazy" episode of Ozzie and Harriet. Perhaps,
when he replays this evening in his head, it will come complete with a laugh track and the
audience's thunderous applause at the episode's conclusion. In both cases, my mother and my
brother had chosen a definite course of action. They had chosen to pretend the whole evening
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was a messy dream, easily filed and disposed of.
My problem is, I can't do this. I can't pretend the terror and the pain of that evening
are just a dream. At five years of age, I needed some direction, and none was available.
Everyone had chosen their own course, but no one had assumed the duty of instructing me.
In recent years, I've begun instructing myself from the implications of their neglect. Since I've
been allowed to retain this memory, I've defined myself as the family's witness, and my duties
are to chronicle these moments, to expose their dreams as reality.

Dream Journal
Entry #2

When I open my eyes, I see a barrage of colors spinning past me, emerald green, azure
blue, and chestnut brown melting into random splotches of brick-red, saffron yellow and snowy
white. My body spins, coiled around a metal post, part of the metal framework surrounding
me. Four posts hang over my head and join with the frozen earth in the symmetrical pattern
of a cross. A brisk breeze gently nudges my curled body, mussing my long hair, sending
several stray strands across my still face. The breeze collides with my bare skin, sending a
chill through me as I realize I'm naked. The spinning fusion of color gradually slows,
revealing the grass, trees and buildings occupying Holiday's City Park.
I sit up and try to decipher where I am by locating landmarks, brushing the annoying
strands of hair away from my drowsy face with the palm of my left hand. My bed is a child's
push toy, a tiny merry-go-round located near the center of the small park. Holiday City Park
measures exactly one square block in the heart of the small rural town. Behind me, a row of
three charming cottages with less than charming residents populate the identical lots. Each
house is vine-covered with well-manicured flower gardens and shrubbery flanking their brick
exteriors. I notice Mrs. Cranstead isn't sitting on her front porch swing, spying on her
neighbors and any hapless by-passer unfortunate enough to cross her path, and realize it must
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be very early in the morning. A dowdy widow, Mrs. Cranstead begins camping out on her
porch promptly at 7:45 a.m. and monitors the park's activities until well past dusk. In front
of me is the block containing the post office and the back doors of Holiday's business district.
Flanking me on my left are some more perfectly maintained homes and on my right is the
business dynasty of Old Man Fletcher. A filling station with an attached service garage and
a small antique/junk store with a sign reading Fletcher's Fine Goods and Antiques are the
main components of Old Man Fletcher's business empire. Today it's a ghost town as are the
rest of these quaint, spotless buildings, a ghost town haunted by a single ghost, me.
Realizing the occupants of the surrounding buildings will be waking up soon, I begin
looking for something to cover my naked body. A long swatch of oil-stained white fabric, a
mechanic's drop cloth, lies near the edge of the merry-go-round platform as if I've discarded
it there earlier. When I reach for the soiled cloth, I hear the chinking of colliding glass bottles.
Resting on top of the cloth are two haphazardly placed empty vodka bottles which roll beneath
the merry-go-round as I pull the cloth free of them. A sudden gust of wind almost blows the
drop cloth out of my hand, but I catch it and wrap it firmly around my bare waist. Looking
around my childish perch, I see no sign of my clothing. I have no idea where my clothing is
or how I ended up here, but the stale taste filling my mouth and the throbbing in my temples
suggest the contents of those empty bottles had something to do with it.
Shakily, I begin climbing off the merry-go-round, its swiveling base stirring with every
movement. The sun-soaked grass feels warm on the soles of my feet as I begin walking
automatically towards Main Street. I don't know whether I think I've left my car on the street
or if I'm planning to hitch a ride home, but I negotiate the foot path from the park to the
warm pavement purposefully, as if I know my destination. As I round the comer, I spot my
father's truck parked outside the Main Street Tavern. The large forties-style seed truck is
parked in its usual location, and so is my father -- inside the tavern.
I strut through the frosted glass door of the bar and am confronted by a bar filled with
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old men. Flannel shirts, baseball caps with seed com emblems on their crowns, soiled jeans
and work pants and mud-caked work boots are the patron's required attire; my minimal
covering only intensifies my awkward intrusion into this bar. The men's scowling faces
silently scrutinize me, evaluating my inadequacies with every stare. I walk past them,
catching a glimpse of myself in the bar's narrow patron mirror. My adolescent face carries the
same hardened scowl of the farmers sitting at the bar, a defense against their hostility. My
brown hair is parted on the left and the long bangs obscure my right eye. Wilky's face stares
back at me from the mirror's glistening surface and I am inside of him, the adult and
adolescent selves merged in one defiant body.
At the end of the bar sits my father, his face wind-burned and reddened, his hair and
clothing powdered with crop dust. The scowl on his face matches the other old men's faces
until he spots me walking towards him. A rueful smile begins forming on his narrow lips, the
lines and creases of time slithering with each ugly movement of his mouth. His right eyebrow
arches slightly as I stand before him; the derisive expression of his face assures me of my
father's contempt for me.
"Let's go," I say coldly, staring into his steel-grey eyes, daring him to blink or turn
away.
The wrinkles of his mouth respond with reptilian mirth, wriggling with the emergence
of a caustic chuckle from his quivering throat. My father's chuckle grows to a steadily building
laugh as he slaps the bar and his right knee with a down-turned palm. His laughter mocks
my nakedness as he points at my make-shift loincloth and invites the others to join his
mockery. As other voices pick up the laughter, my father struggles for composure, wiping his
eyes and cheeks free of tears. His laughter swallowed, my father responds by pointing out my
impotence. "Who are you?" he sneers before succumbing to another fit of malignant laughter.
''Who the fuck are you?"
The men are all laughing at me now, leaning against one another for support. They
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are joined against me, united against the outsider. Their laughter builds manically; its volume
hurts my ears, makes me back away from their mirthful union. A hand rises from the
darkness of the tables and booths surrounding me, grabbing for my covering. I slap it away
and stumble closer to the exit. Another hand reaches out, grazing my cheek as a third brushes
against my left nipple. As I push away from these clutching hands, I catch my father's eye.
He is still laughing uncontrollably as tears run down his tomato red cheeks. His hands are
clapping approvingly, baiting his gang to continue the pawing of his son. Running to the glass
door, I fend off the threatening hands. My breathing becomes rapid and panicked, and my
eyes are burning from fearful tears. I begin sobbing as a stream of snot begins bubbling from
my nostrils. Blindly, I grasp an empty chair and hurl it over the patrons' heads towards the
glistening mirror. The chair hits the mirror squarely on my reflection and shatters it, bits of
silver glass flying toward the stunned bar customers. I reach forward and grasp the cold
metal door handle, my thumb frantically fumbling to open the latch. As I fling the door open,
the bar's interior is flooded with a wide shaft of intense light. An agile hand reaches my
loincloth and yanks it from my body as I retreat through the door, hitting the street in a dead
run.

The men's angry voices follow me as I frantically try to escape them. I stumble
through the deserted streets of Holiday. The gentle breeze has intensified into a forceful gale,
throwing dirt and debris against my exposed flesh. The voices refuse to die and I look over
my shoulder, trying to see if the men are chasing me. The street is empty, a ghost town from
a wild west movie or a Peter Bogdonavich film. Although I am alone, the voices keep building
in my head and I close my eyes tightly, covering my ears to deaden the sound.
At this point I stumble, blindly falling into the darkness. Plummeting head over heels,
I brace myself for the rough contact of my face against the road's pavement, but it does not
come. I am falling down a pitch-black hole, like Alice in Wonderland spinning down the rabbit
hole. My body falls and falls, but not quickly. I float lazily toward the bottom through thick
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liquid air, unable to see my destination as I continue my descent. I am deaf and mute,
descending in a soundless, sightless tunnel. The men's voices are gone, as are the malicious
faces of the men and their menacing hands. I am free, free falling, reminding myself to brace
my body for the inevitable landing.
I hit the bottom without any sound or pain; my body bounces in slow motion, arms and
legs revolving around my tense torso. I keep bouncing, bouncing and bouncing with a slow,
awkward grace, my body yielding to each rise and descent. Each landing is painless, as if I
were bouncing on a trampoline or an air mattress, a thick layer of toasted marshmallows
cushioning my body from the jagged rocks and hard earth beneath them. Their sweet smell
and taste fills my nose and mouth as their stickiness coats my body. I begin laughing with
relief and confusion over the gentle contact of my body with the stationary earth. The
marshmallows gradually lose their cushioning nature and the bouncing subsides, but my
laughter increases, growing more uninhibited and playful with each second. I lie on my
marshmallow bed in complete darkness, its wet stickiness covering my naked body. Rolling
from my back to my side, I attempt to rise, but slip on the wet sticky film covering the earth,
landing face down in the sticky mess. Every attempt to move results in my body being thrown
against the cold moisture covering of the black hole's stone-cold base. Failing at my attempts
to stand, I begin crawling across the endless flooring of this damp dark cave, groping blindly
for a candle or match, anything substantial to cling to in the darkness, but nothing is there.
My hands explore the sticky floor, rapidly growing frantic in their attempt to grasp something
solid in the moist blackness. In the darkness, something clasps my left wrist, firmly grasping
it. Then something encircles my free wrist and my ankles. Each extremity is held tightly by
a disembodied hand. Initially, I don't struggle because of my relief that someone else is
trapped in this darkness and I am not alone.
The hands continue tightening their grip, the pressure against my flesh and bone
growing whenever I attempt any movement. This pressure causes me to panic and I begin
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struggling against these clinging, invisible hands. An image passes through my mind as I test
the strength of their collective grip. An image of me as a plump juicy mouse, being toyed with
by four agile cats. Their paws grip and release, grip and release, knowing all the while they
can bite my fucking head off whenever they want. I make one final tremendous effort to
escape, and that is their cue. The hands begin tugging in unison, pulling my arms and legs
to full extension. I am spread-eagle, face down on the cold slimy stone floor of this black cave,
and feeling as if these invisible hands will tear me to bits at any moment. The tugging
intensifies, and gradually I am lifted from the stone surface; I am airborne, suspended between
land and sky in this horrible blackness. My fear increases with the sensation of rising higher
and higher above the earth, because I know their grip is temporary and, when the hands
release me, I will fall. I begin to cry because I know the cushion that saved me last time is
ruptured and useless, and the next time I fall, I will shatter and die, like a discarded and
worthless china doll.

All of those hands clutching, groping, grasping and kneading -- at me, at my body.
Very strange. When I awake from this one, rm always crying, not just a pissy little tear in
the corner of each eye, but a full-fledged sobbing. The more awake I become, the more intense
the sobbing. Of course, the tightness in the chest, the hyperventilation and the hypervigilance are all key elements of my emotional response to this dream, but it's the sobbing that
makes it unique, makes it something worthy of exploration.
The naked bit's interesting, but where are the origins? What does it mean? Maybe
it has something to do with my mother's "pervert" speech, but, if so, why isn't she in the
dream?
Naked in a bar surrounded by aging, filthy toothless men. Now I know why they call
it a nightmare. I've always been afraid of men, especially herds of them. Whenever I meet
a group of men or boys on the street, I tense up, expect trouble. Hell, I can barely handle men
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on an individual basis. I trust Davis, but with the rest of his gender, I'm always guarded, on
alert, prepared for any possible threat or attack. I treat them as if they're lunatics, talking
very calmly in a clear soothing tone, never turning my back on them for a second. I'm afraid
they'll -- I don't know, start quoting sports statistics or something. Then they'll find out I'm
totally ignorant about anything requiring a rule book and a ball, and they'll have to kill me
to purify their gender pool. Seriously, I'm afraid they'll tum into my father -- cold, cruel and
covertly violent.
The only time I'm not afraid of men is during sex, when I "do my number." When I'm
with a man in that way, it's all about control. I decide what we do and when. I decide who
I do it with, and I disappear immediately afterwards. That was the problem with Cameron.
He never learned the rules. He was stupid enough to think he was beginning an adult
relationship with a completely healthy person. Last laugh's on Cameron, I guess. When I'm
with women, it's all soothing comfort and warmth, something nurturing and caring, but when
I'm with men, it's all about control. And if I lose control, that's when the nightmares begin.

New York
July 11, 1989

After Cam's murder, there is the breakdown and therapy with Madame Freud. After
therapy, there is Zoey.

While I'm spilling my guts three times a week to Madame Freud, I become frightened,
not of madness or a breakdown, but of poverty. I'm terrified I'll never work again. I start
crying during a therapy session and say, ''What am I doing here? What the hell am I doing
here! I can't afford this anymore."
''Why not, Neal?" Madame Freud asks as she peers through her half-spectacle glasses.
''Why do you think? I lost my fucking job. I can't find another one. Christ, I've only
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had two auditions in the past three months. I just read for a prune commercial and was told
I'm too identifiable because of my soap work."
"Do you think you can emotionally afford to terminate treatment?" Madame Freud
asks, and I see her right eyebrow arch when she says this.
"I'm -- I'm such a mess. I know I can't stop this yet. But, what if I can't find another
job?" I say, trying not to sound like a whiny child.
"Neal, from all accounts, you're a gifted actor, so why wouldn't you find another job?"
the doctor asks with concern and a hint of exasperation.
"I don't know," I say sheepishly. But inside, I know why I'm not going to find a new
job -- because nobody hires crazy people.

When I get home, Patrice's clipped, professional voice emanates from my answering
machine. "Neal, dear, it's Patrice. Call me."
I decide to call Virginia to see if she knows what's happening. "Virginia, I have this
message from Patrice on my machine. Has she talked to you about anything?''
"I think you might be over your dry spell, darling," Virginia says coyly.
''What do you mean?"
"Seems Patrice has hired some hot shot associate producer from public television who
has a thing for you."
"A thing?"

Virginia giggles at my surprise. "Anyway, this associate has been pitching the idea
of bringing Blaine back on the show."
"Really? That sounds great. Who'll play him?" I say dryly, trying not to get excited
over nothing.
"You, silly boy.

You're the first choice if --" Virginia's voice trails off with that

goddamn "if."
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"Go on, Virginia!" I snap.
"/{you prove to Patrice you're okay." Virginia's voice is tense and hesitant, expecting
my usual over-reaction.
"And just how am I to do that, Virginia? Read some ink blots for her?" I ask, my voice
rising with anger and tension.
''Not at all, darling. Just go talk to her and -- have that shrink of yours write you a
little mental health note."
"Jesus."
"Look, Neal, you keep telling me you want to work again. This is a real shot. She
obviously wants you or she wouldn't have called you at home." She pauses for a moment,
allowing this to sink in. "Just go talk to her, for Christ's sake."
After a moment, I promise I'll call, and hang up the phone. After my "little spell,"
Blaine was written out of the script, sent to London for a complex business deal for Weatherby
Enterprises. I was too fragged to film the hon voyage, so they hired some guy with a bald spot
to tie up my character's loose ends. When Davis told me about the bald spot, I had hope they'd
ask me back. If they were going to re-cast, they'd have hired a Tom Cruise look-alike.
As the phone rings, I brace myself for Patrice's terse voice. It always sets my nerves
on edge to hear that voice. After several rings, Patrice answers her private line. "Hello?"
"Patrice, this is Neal What's up?"

At two o'clock the next day, I meet with Patrice and the new associate producer, Zoey
Chapman. Patrice tries asking probing questions to test my stability. I nod, smile and answer
calmly. ''Yes, I'm doing much better." ''Yes, Cam's death was a shock to all of us, especially
to me because I worked so closely with him." "Oh, the note. Yes, Madame -- I mean, Dr.
Freud is sending it by messenger this afternoon." "No, I don't expect any problems. Like I
said, I'm much better." I answer dutifully and calmly, so calmly that Patrice probably suspects
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I'm on thorazine. I answer, but my eyes never leave Zoey. She's exquisite, with smooth brown
skin and closely cropped black curls. Her eyes are huge and brown, and her neck -- her neck
is long and graceful like an elegant black swan's. Her body is a "real woman's size," not
chunky, but not a scarecrow, either. She dresses in an immaculate, understated style. Very
classy. Zoey reminds me of the type of woman described in some politically correct romance
novels. Real and dignified. Also, there's her voice, a voice tinged with a very sweet English
schoolgirl's accent. I keep catching her eyes glancing at me whenever I resume my inspection
of her.
"Mr. Wilkinson," Zoey says with precise diction.
"Call me 'Neal,"' I say.
"Neal, I've always found your work very - intuitive, very complex. That sort of
complexity is rare in daytime." She stops for a moment, sipping water before continuing. I
focus on the movement of her beautiful neck. "I've proposed to Patrice that we place you back
on contract, and am working with the writers to concoct some interesting story-lines for you.
So, what do you say? Axe you interested?"
"Yes, I think I am," I say as I shake her hand.
Patrice gives me a surprisingly enthusiastic hug and says, "I'll have our lawyers draw
up a contract. I'm so pleased. With your return, I think our ratings will go through the roof.
Welcome back, Neal."
"Thanks, Patrice," I say. As we walk out of the conference room, I lag behind, hoping
Zoey will catch the hint and join me. She waits by the nearest office until I catch up with her.
'Would you like to grab some lunch?" I ask.
"Sure," she says. "Just let me ring up my secretary."

We have lunch and get acquainted. I tell her a sanitized version of my twisted history,
and she nods sympathetically. She tells me about her early years in England and, then after
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her parent's divorce, her commuting between her banker father's home in New York and her
artist mother's home in Soho.

"My father now lives in L.A with his nineteen-year-old

girlfriend," she says before adding, "and my mother just moved to Spain with her nineteenyear-old girlfriend."
"Are you close to them?" I ask through a mouthful of pastrami.
"I'm close to my father," she says. "My mother -- well, she kind of drives me bonkers."
"No wonder you like me. We've both been bonkers," I say, laughing. Zoey laughs, too.
It's a nice laugh.

Cam's ghost keeps popping up. It's not so terrifying any more. Not as much blood and
guilt. I guess the sessions with Madame Freud are paying off, because seeing him is almost
nostalgic now. I see his ghost a lot at the studio, standing by the make-up room door or
hanging out outside my dressing room. I catch glimpses of him everywhere he frequented in
the studio, the Italian place on the corner and my apartment. Seeing him reminds me of his
former place in my life. Not seeing his ghost is more terrifying than seeing him because, if
the apparitions go away, what do I have left? If they go away, I know he's gone. I thought
I saw him today, just now, outside of my door. But then he disappeared, and I started crying,
and I haven't been able to stop. It's not crazy crying, just incredibly sad crying. Wilky keeps
saying, "Calm down! It doesn't do any good to cry like this!"
I try to listen to him and pull myself together, when there's a soft knock at the door.
"Yeah," I call out to the closed door.
"Neal, it's me, Zoey. Are you all right?" she asks. Terrific. Not only have I been
crying, I've been crying loudly. Zoey must've been in the hallway and heard it.
''Yeah, sure," I say as I open the door. Zoey stands in the doorway looking very
concerned before I force a smile and let her in.
"I came down some time ago to ask you about taping today. I -- I couldn't help
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overhearing," she says, deliberately looking away from me, examining an ashtray and a paper
weight as she talks. "I don't want to pry, but, -- well, if you want to talk, rm here."
"Thanks, it's -- it's kind of hard being back here. I see Cam everywhere and -- well,
it didn't end well between us, so -- it hurts." As I speak, I fight the urge to break down again.
"Madame Freud and I talked about how this would be the roughest part of returning to work.
I'm just used to seeing Cam hanging around all the time. We were pretty close, and -- I don't
know how to get him out of my head."
Zoey sits on the small modular sofa in my dressing room before responding. "It's
difficult losing a close friend. About six months ago, a good friend from college died of AIDS.
I kept expecting him to come around my apartment and ask me to go out for a beer. Until the
last few weeks, it's felt like he's just on vacation."
"And the really hard part is realizing he's gone. That's where I'm at with Cam. I
pushed him out of my life, but now -- he's completely gone. And he won't be back. That's -that's why I was crying -- because I opened my door and realized I'll never catch him hanging
around outside my door again." I'm shaking slightly as I speak, my muscles relaxing as I say
what's bothering me. I've only had Madame Freud and Davis as my sounding boards up until
this moment. In Davis' case, I'm always wondering if he's secretly thinking that I deserve all
of this pain because of how badly I treated Cam. With Madame Freud, I always remember
I'm paying her, which tends to make things a bit impersonal.
"How'd you hear about Cam?" Zoey asks, leaning forward on the couch as she speaks.
"Davis and I were watching T.V. and we caught the news bulletin."
"My God. That's horrible," Zoey says. "I -- I just feel so badly for you."
"It's worse than just losing a friend -- Cam and I were -- involved," I say, trying to give
her the total picture. "Please don't tell Patrice because she'd probably have a stroke, but Cam was my first long-term relationship in some time. Hell, it wasn't even that long-term,
but for a while I felt a connection to him I haven't felt for years."
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"I just left a bad relationship about eighteen months ago. I was married to a lout for
three years," Zoey says, resting her head against the sofa's back rest. "He played around on
me. Flaunted it in my face. But -- when he finally left -- after I'd thrown him out, there was
this ache for him that surprised me. I thought I was angry enough at him that I'd never miss
him, but -- I was wrong."
"I threw Cam out because I was scared. He frightened me, not because of any threat
or bad behavior on his part," I say as I concentrate on meeting Zoey's sincere gaze. "I was
scared of how committed he was to me, to us, and how much he expected from me."
"Funny," Zoey says as a grin emerges on her placid face. "I've never had that. That's
what I want, really. Someone so committed to me that it challenges me to respond. I've never
thought of that as frightening."
"You must have confidence in what you have to give," I say. "I've never felt like I gave
anything worth giving, let alone anything of real value. So when I experienced Cam's -understanding and caring, I felt like I had nothing to match it."
"I think you do," Zoey said with total confidence in her words.
"How would you know that? We've only known each other for a few weeks."
"It's what I said about your acting in our fist meeting. The complexity I noted in your
performances is born of sincerity. You can't fake it, even if you're a terrific actor. I really
think underneath all of those layers you use for camouflage, there's a real well of sincerity and
strength."
Hearing these words and this faith, I begin falling in love with Zoey Chapman for the
same reason I fell in love with Cam. Both people had faith in me. A faith that baffles and
confuses me, but a faith I need to see, because it gives me hope. If someone else believes in
me, maybe I can learn to believe in myself.
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In the Air
September 24, 1993
The debris from my in-flight sedatives is strewn across my airline lap tray. Three
empty glasses rest on the white-paper placemat decorated with the airline's high-tech logo and
approximately a half-dozen water-ring stains. The plastic glasses are stained with the pulpy
pink residue of tomato juice, minute seed-pulp clinging valiantly to their smooth interiors. My
lip prints are etched in tomato pulp and Tabasco along their plastic rims. Beside these glasses
lie the rinds of three yellow lemon wedges, twisted free of their sour juice and discarded across
the tray, and three limp and pale green celery stalks, their ends darkened by Tabasco. One
of the stalks is marred by a large bite mark taken out of the narrower end of the stalk, the
others lie soggy and untouched nearby. The vodka's residue is invisible, but the faint, pungent
scent of alcohol and its calming effects numb my lips and cloud my thoughts. With the aid of
three Bloody Marys, I have blocked out the apocalyptic visions of our aircraft exploding against
the side of a mountain or disintegrating as it crashes against an amber wheat field. Mine is

not a fear of flying, but a fear of a sudden combustive landing.
I hate it when I drink too much because it's so simple; if you want to be numb, simply
down a few shots and all is forgotten, no pleasure or pain, only a numbing peace enveloping
my thoughts. Fighting the seductive allure of this boozy state has earned me the reputation
as a prudish teetotaller with the cast and crew of the soap, but I keep a firm count of my
drinks at every social function, guarding against the vodka's welcoming embrace and my own
erratic drunken behavior. When I'm drunk, my behavior ranges from compliant and jolly to
belligerent and asshole-ish, with intermittent bouts of crying and depression along the way.
Fearing the drunken asshole, I only allow myself to drink when I fly or when I'm totally
depressed.

True to the boozy promise of their potent scent, the Bloody Mary's have

transported me past my neurotic fear of crashing and into a state of sleepy, self-absorbed
apathy. "Bring on those fucking mountains!" Wilky screams from the point in my brain
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somewhere near my throbbing temples.

"Crash and burn; who gives a shit!"

I start

snickering, realizing my inner-self can't handle his liquor any better than I can. The first time
I came home drunk, I was sixteen, and my father gave me a lecture about not being able to
'hold my liquor.' With him, my drinking was never a problem, but my embarrassing him with
stupid drunken antics was an unforgivable sin.
The real thing I hate about getting this drunk is how quickly I am transformed into
my father. My head cocks to the left as I strain to hear what's being said, just like my father's
tilted after he'd polished off a six-pack or two. The left comer of my mouth creeps up in a
smart-assed smirk, the exact expression my father wore in most of his old army photos. But,
my voice bears the brunt of this transformation, its cadence becomes slow and drawn-out with
a deep rasping pitch distorting the effect of years of vocal coaching. My father's mid-western
twang creeps back into my speech, increasing the harsh nasal quality of the vowels and
punctuating each word with a harsh, annoying emphasis. It's the voice that used to shock me
into sobriety when I drank heavily. Once when I was really drunk and alone in my apartment,
I staggered around the place desperately, searching for that croaking voice's source,
desperately searching for my father.
"Can I bring you another drink?" the red-headed stewardess says as she leans over the
arm rest of my seat and whispers in a hushed, conspiratorial tone.
"No -- no, thanks," I respond as she begins gathering my empties from the tray.
Almost immediately, Wilky's voice begins its pouty protest against my decision. "What do you

mean, 'No thanks'? What are you, some kind of wuss?" I close my eyes tightly, trying to
contain the throbbing of Wilky's voice in my head before hissing, "Shut up."
I open my eyes and see the stewardess staring down at me with a barely concealed,
shocked expression. Realizing I've just admonished Wilky out loud, I give the stewardess a
sheepish apologetic grin and shrug meekly, hoping she'll chalk the whole incident up to actor's
eccentricity. Earlier, the red-head had recognized me and had giggled her request for an
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autograph.

"My mother watches your show all the time," she said as she tucked the

autographed cocktail napkin into her pocket. Now, as she slowly moves down the narrow aisle,
checking on passengers and shooting concerned, furtive glances in my direction, I can imagine
her composing an anonymous story for The National Enquirer, the ominous headline blaring:
Prominent Soap Opera Star's Drunken In-Flight Outbursts Shock Fellow
Passengers: Shaken Stewardess Claims, "He's Definitely Heading for Trouble."
Wilky and my parents -- whenever they re-enter my life, trouble follows. Wilky is my
parents' product, yielded through their unswerving disappointment and disgust with my
failure to measure up to their expectations. Not that I wasn't smart enough or mannered
enough, but I committed the unforgivable sin of not conforming to the expectations of Holiday.
I was the bookworm, the actor, the artist, the fag-and I didn't fit in with the farmers and
jocks of Holiday. My parents were embarrassed by this and methodically chipped away at me,
negating my natural abilities and interests as they instructed me in the ways of Holiday. Both
of them chipped and chipped at me with a combination of insults and cool inaccessibility, and
Wilky, the belligerent, cruel and fucked-up offspring of their golden years, is their grim
creation.
I've spent a lot of time and money attempting to rid myself of Wilky. Years of work
in voice lessons, losing Wilky's intermittent accent and his annoying mumble, trying to lower
the pitch of my voice from a shrill tenor to a pleasant baritone. Long hours spent at an
expensive gym, fending off his pre-adolescent baby fat and contouring his skeletal teenage
frame, painstakingly building mass and stamina.

Countless checks written to dentists,

dermatologists and a single stubborn therapist correcting Wilky's smile, complexion and
injured, evasive psyche. All of that money, time and effort wasted, trying to destroy poor
Wilky. Oh, I've imprisoned him deep within me, pushing him well below my renovated
surface, submerging his personality beneath my sanitized public persona, but I've never totally
freed myself of him. No matter how I mask him from the outside world, within me Wilky
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continues, mocking my affectations and reveling in my faulty performances. Like it or not, my
parents' monster will survive as long as I do, because he's part of me.
The No Smoking sign lights at the front of the cabin as the speaker system comes to
life with a low steady hum. The red-head's voice rings cheerily from the chiming address
system. "Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, this is your flight attendant, Candy, asking
you to please fasten your seat belts and extinguish all smoking materials." I crush my
cigarette's stub in the metal ash tray at the end of my armrest as the woman's perky speech
continues. "We are approaching O'Hare Airport on a beautiful Saturday afternoon. The
temperature in Chicago is a pleasant 72 degrees, and clear skies are expected for the next
twenty-four hours. Please be sure to gather all personal belongings and carry-on luggage
before exiting the aircraft. Thank you again for flying with Eastern Airlines, and we hope you
have a pleasant stay in the windy city of Chicago."
Wilky was simply ammunition for my mother and father's battles. They used him as
a volleyball, volleying him back and forth between their masculine and feminine courts.
Through Wilky's eyes, I witnessed their petty negotiations and their unsatisfactory cease fires.
Wilky's mouth spoke my words of rage and pity and comfort as each of my parents tried to
court my approval. The party-of-the-first-part defamed the party-of-the-second-part in order
to win their childish judge's favor. As Wilky, I was their judge and jury, and my parents

would resort to anything to gain a favorable verdict. They bribed me. They threatened me.
They even tried honesty, telling me long intricate stories of their dead passions and their
feeble betrayals. And when I refused to rule in either of their favors, judging them harshly
and swiftly with equal guilt of my own private charges, they drew the shades and kicked my
ass. Poor Wilky, fucked again.

Walking through the terminal, I see the midday bustle of a metropolitan airport. The
travelers breathlessly scurry to catch their departing flights or entwine themselves in the arms
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of those they're leaving behind. More college students, dressed in flash-back fashions of the
sixties and seventies, plane and deplane leaving behind sobbing mothers and stoic fathers as
they cruelly cut the ties that bind. I view them all through my ultra-hip rose-colored granny
glasses, my trendy celebrity's disguise. Through their pink lenses, everyone and everything
looks slightly bloodshot.
At the luggage turnstile, as anonymous bags of various shapes and dimensions drift
past clusters of dazed and distracted travelers, a mother, a fashionably dressed woman in her
late forties, clutches her awkward bean-pole of a son, his long black hair sweeping across his
hollow face and resting on his mother's diminutive left shoulder. The mother desperately
clutches her son, preventing his escape or movement away from her as her face presses firmly
against his prominent collar bone. The boy, dressed in an open orange and gold flannel shirt
and faded indigo jeans, submits to her clutching grasp without protest, strands of various
colored beads, love beads, swaying weakly as she intermittently tightens her grip upon his
slight shoulders.
Observing this scene, a single word reverberates in my brain, a directive repeated
silently to the awkward boy, the word run. It pounds over and over in my head, growing
louder and more insistent with every repetition: run, Run, RUN, RUN/ My response to my
mother's clinging and my father's pressuring me was to run, from Mom, from Dad--and from
Wilky. The act of self-redefinition following my flight was part of a divorce with my past. As
Neal Wilkinson, actor, I had no ties with the people and events of Holiday; their standards
grew vague and powerless. Running away from my previous life, I was almost able to create
a new one for myself. Almost, but not quite.
I ran from my father's drunkenness and fits of violence and my mother's
manipulations. I refused to be his emotional punching bag and her surrogate husband. Their
arguments were never-ending and anticlimactic -- the communication process of a couple who,
on a very basic level, disliked each other intensely, but who would never dream of separating.
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My mother used me as an emotional anchor, a positive reinforcer and an impotent lover, an
arm to be escorted by, through the various social functions of her life. My mother used me,
and I've never forgiven her for it. I used to wonder why she never actively fought back when
my father berated her, until one day something she said hinted at her logic. Just before my
father's death, my mother told me, 'We'd decided things early on in the marriage. Adam was
his and you were mine." In this single comment, I realized my function in her life. I was my
mother's rebellion. Slowly and methodically, she instructed me to contradict everything my
father valued and stood for or against. I became a monument to her resistance of his control.
The problem with her plan was I also rebelled against those same values held by the residents
of Holiday, and this was a constant source of embarrassment for her. She'd raised a freak,
created a Frankenstein's monster, but she was too fond of her creation to watch the villagers
bum him at the stake, and so she abandoned me, claiming her innocence in my unconventional
choices. "You want to do that?" she'd crow when I discussed my decision to go into acting with
her. "Well, suit yourself, but don't come crying to me when it blows up in your face." After
this statement, she'd retreat into her passive silences, showing her wordless disapproval with
a tilt of the head or a purse of the lips.
Returning from my memories of my mother, I retrieve my luggage and head for the
car-rental station. I am greeted by a courteous clean-cut young man wearing a red vest over
a white shirt and black slacks. After exchanging pleasantries, I sign his forms, take my keys
and search for the car with my luggage in tow, my mother's words still replaying in my mind.
After my mother's claim of ownership, I stopped speaking to her. We spoke in
perfunctory, "newsie" phone conversations, but I never told her anything real about me after
that conversation. I was too afraid of her schemes to give her any additional information.
Gradually, our communications became sparse, until my brother, Adam, contacted me,
informing me of our mother's advancing senility. The word "Alzheimer's" reverberated in my
ears for several days after his phone message. Now, my father's dead and my mother's
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basking in the oblivion of a rather convenient case of amnesia, unclear about identities and
histories. I resent the fact that I could never ask them about my past and expect an honest
answer. They both practiced the art of redefinition, turning dog shit into hors d'oeuvres. If
I listened to their takes on our history, I'd be pounding the walls of some padded cell,
screaming for my morning medication.
Today, I am functioning, finding my luggage, renting a car and locating my rented car
in the endless rental parking lot. My abilities to load a trunk with my luggage, unlock the car
door and position myself comfortably in the driver's seat are intact. Little things. Little
everyday things I'm trying to hold on to because, if I can do them, I can survive. The last time
I lost it, that was my biggest worry, not being able to take care of those little everyday things
everybody takes for granted; if I could still do the little things, I'd be okay. I'd sit up nights,
repeating over and over to myself, "If I can just learn my lines, I'll be okay." And when that
failed, "If I can just keep from screaming, I'll be fine." I've always been afraid of being locked
away in one of those little padded cells and fed oatmeal through a narrow slot in the door. I've
al ways hated fucking oatmeal.
That's what this whole Pandora experiment comes down to, a last ditch effort to avoid
oatmeal. If I can go back to Holiday, back home, and open those boxes from my past, check
out their grim contents and not flinch, then maybe I still have a chance. I know my family
was a mess, but that's just the tip of the iceberg. The real monsters are lurking below the
frozen surface, somewhere inside the layers of ice and stone. The real monsters are waiting
for me in Holiday.

Random Note #3

"So this is just about bitching about your parents, right? How convenient. Blame
everything on them and come out smelling all fresh and sweet like that fucking Blaine
Weatherby!"
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That's Wilky's reaction to my words.

He's always pointing out that my angry

assessments of my parents are merely a "cop-out," a way of shifting the blame and avoiding
responsibility. Maybe. After I bitch about those two, I certainly feel better about myself. Yes,
the fact that I survived their fucked-up upbringing certainly says something about my strength
-- or my stamina -- or my stupidity.
It's this negative interior tape I can't erase that has me by the balls. Things that
others see as strengths, I immediately label as stupidity. It's not Wilky's voice. It doesn't
dance around my actions with taunting adolescent angst. This tape cuts straight through to
my core, defining everything I do as bullshit. Wilky, at least, means well; he's just trying to
whip me into shape or keep me in line. I can't give that interior tape the same credit I give
Wilky. I think its intentions are far more ominous and malignant; Wilky has a vested interest
in my survival, and the tape doesn't care.
If you've been wounded so deeply that the infection cuts through to the marrow of your

bones and invades your brain's tissue, you can die. "Brain Fever" is what they used to call it,
and that goddamn interior tape is proof of my infection. When I bitch about my parents, it's
my way of opening the wound and draining the infection. My parents' cruelties are the only
definite points of entry I can remember, so I have to attack this mental virus through the only
source of infection I know, my mother and father's sick relationship. If the infection drains
and I am healed, maybe I can see the good in my parents, and paint a more balanced portrait.
But, for now, the anger is the only thing I can see.

Northern California
and Holiday, Illinois
July 5-6, 1982

My hands and feet are outstretched, bound at the wrists and the ankles with lengths
of rope. I lie spread-eagle across a make-shift torture table with sticky blood oozing from my
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mouth, nose and ears. A large gash travels down the left side of my face and is also caked
with the syrupy blood. I scream through a cloth gag as Davis laughs maniacally, revving a
buzz saw as he draws nearer and nearer.
"Cut! Shit, Davis, you missed your mark. Now we gotta shoot the whole fucking shot
over again!"
"Sorry, Harvey. This power saw kinda throws me," Davis calls through the rubber goat
mask he wears. He leans over me and pulls off the mask. Winking at me, he apologizes,
saying, "Sorry, bud. How ya doin'?"
"Her-heck," I mumble through the gag before freeing my left hand and removing it.
"Perfect. This stage blood sucks. It's so sticky, I feel like I'm inside a fucking condom."
Harvey walks out of the darkness and begins pacing through Davis' blocking. He's
twenty-four or twenty-five, about our age, a friend of Davis' from his last film. He rescued me
from a prune commercial audition to star in his slash-trash horror epic, Goat's Head Soup.
Davis is playing my serial killer brother, Arty, and he's about to give me a chain-saw enema.
In the script, I'm the "good" son. That's why I have to die.
"Look, Harvey, are we gonna do this or what?" I say, a bit annoyed. "These lights are
fucking hot, and I can't tell you how much these ropes itch."
"Surrounded by prima donnas," Harvey mutters through a scraggly black beard, the
only hair on his head. "Okay, people, let's try it again. Watch your marks, people."
"Yeah, Davis, watch your fuckin' marks. I want to go home and take a bath," I whine
as the gag is replaced and more blood is applied to my fake wounds by the make-up artist.
They efficiently touch up my cuts and bruises before disappearing into the darkness.
"Okay, people," Harvey shouts, his pretentious monocle in place over his right eye.
"Let's do it."
A scrawny girl with stringy hair and a clapboard appears in front of the camera and
shouts, "Goat's Head Soup, scene twenty-five, take seven. Quiet on the set." The clapboard
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claps together loudly, the buzz saw begins growling again and the shot begins. The camera
hovers between my outstretched palms, the only part of me visible in the scene. Davis raises
the grinding saw high above his head, uttering several unintelligible lines through the rubber
mask. His lines and my muffled screams will be looped in later, but for now, the focus is
visual carnage as the saw raises and lowers violently between my spread legs, where a FX.
artist splatters the blade with stage blood and gelatin before it rises again into the camera's
range. After several repetitions of this gelatin core splattering against my body and the set,
my hands' frantic movements subside to a weak twitching, then the limp inertia of death.
Four years ago, Davis and I were perfecting our craft, rehearsing the works of
Shakespeare, Shepard and Williams; today, we busy ourselves filming scenes ofblood-drenched
mayhem, filming an adolescent's anatomy lesson.

The water runs rosy-pink from my body to the shower drain, bits of dried gelatin
flaking from my hair and face as I wash. There's a voice calling from the next room. Due to
budgetary constraints, the cast has had to double up on their motel rooms, so once again Davis
and I are roomies. Davis lies on one of the double beds in the next room, talking about today's
filming. "I think Harvey's direction is really tight, very energized."
''Yeah, but is the script any good?" I call through the rubber curtain as warm water
streams down my bare back. "I mean, rm covered in blood and scabs. You're wearing a
fucking goat's mask, and every female cast member flashes her tits and gets wasted. What's
the point?"
"Christ, Neal, it's a job."
"Yeah, but I don't feel like it's quality stuff."
"For slash-trash, it's quality." Davis' voice gets louder, signaling his nearing the
bathroom's open door. I open my eyes and peer through the inverted motel logo on the seethrough curtain and see his dark outline standing in the door frame.
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"That's the problem. Even if it's good, it's still trash."
Davis' form slides down the door frame preparing for a lengthy debate. "But it pays
the bills. God knows we both need that!"
"I just wish it was a better script."
"Look, Neal, no matter how good the script is, you'll still think it's shit." His voice is
quiet and serious; saying these words must be tough.
I shut the water off and grope for the white towel before responding. "Why do you say
that?"
"Because it's true." The shrill chinking of the shower curtain's opening startles both
of us as I note Davis' serious stare. He draws in a deep breath and continues. "Look,
whenever you get a part, you tear down the project. In college, you hated every production you
performed in. You hated that Shepard piece. You hated the Ibsen. And you did nothing but
bitch about playing Hamlet."
I finish toweling off and grab my robe before asking, ''Your point?"
"My point is you never see how great being asked to do a role, to be working, is. You
just - you just minimize anything you accomplish." Davis has risen from the floor during this
speech and is checking his hair in the mirror, rearranging several uncooperative strands over
his right eye. "Besides, it pisses me off when we work together and you pull this crap because
it trashes my work, too."
"Look, you're great in this part. It's the script and your co-star that suck."
"Goddammit, you don't suck." Davis turns quickly and the rebel strands fly free again
with his sudden movement. His voice deepens with irritation. "I hate it when you do that.
You're as good an actor as I am, better sometimes, with the right role. Why do you do this?
Why do you always tear yourself down?"
I shrug and walk past him into the bedroom, flopping face down on the nearest bed.
''My mother always told me I'd get a big head. You know, pride comes before the fall." I raise
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up on my elbows and stare at my roommate leaning against the bathroom door. "Look, don't
be mad, okay? I promise when we get back to New York I'll take some stupid self-esteem
course and stop bitching about my life."
Davis chuckles as he lands on the opposite bed, shaking his head as a bemused smirk
crosses his exasperated face. "I'm not mad. Just stop it, okay? It's a paycheck. You do the
best you can do and hope it's good enough to get us more work."
The piercing sound of the ringing telephone interrupts our conversation.

After

exchanging questioning glances, deciding who should answer it, Davis retrieves the beige
receiver from its cradle. "Hello?" he says, his voice sounding hoarse and groggy from sleep,
even at 7:00 p.m. "Who -- oh yeah, uh, wait a minute. It's for you. It's -- your brother."
Grabbing .the receiver from Davis' extended hand, I respond to his questioning look
with a shrug before bringing the phone to my mouth. "Adam?"
''Who's there with you?" Adam's voice is clear and derisive, the judgmental insinuation
of his question evident from his tone.
"It's Davis," I say, plopping once again on the rumpled, grotesquely patterned comforter
covering my bed. ''What's your problem?"
"It's Dad --"
"Well, it's good you finally admit it. You know, the first step is admitting the problem."
"Goddammit, he's in the hospital!" Instinctively, I pull the phone away from my ear
as Adam's angry voice bellows at me. "He's -- he's really sick -- What? No joke about that?"
''What's wrong?"
"His heart." Adam's voice comes in short, clipped phrases as he struggles to maintain
control. "It's bad -- you have to come, now."
"I don't know if I can get away." As I say this, Davis arches his eyebrow in concern.
I wave him off, concentrating on Adam's voice, trying to detect his exaggerations or lies. Adam
and my family have a history of lying to me as they try to manipulate my life.
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"Well, you'd damn well better get away!" his voice bellows in my ear. The phone's
connection is crystal clear. "He -- Goddammit, Neal, he's -- he could die. You have to come.
He's your father, for Christ's sake."
"I know who he is. He's our father. You're my brother and Mom's our mother. And
me, I'm the family 'ingrate,' right? Now cut the fucking labels and talk to me, Adam. Is he
really sick?"

"Yes." Adam's voice is small and childlike, his tone barely recognizable. "He's really
sick. I wouldn't lie about that."
"What about all of the times before? Whenever Dad needs an excuse or a little
attention, he plays sick."
"Christ, I'm not making this up. Do you want to talk to his doctor?"
"No -- no, look, I've just finished filming, so I can come to the hospital for a few days,
but if you're jerking me around --"
"I'm not. Look, just get here soon, okay?"
"Okay, Adam.

Where's he hospitalized?"

I jot down the hospital's address in

Springfield and hang up the phone. Without explaining the situation to Davis, I begin making
flight arrangements. After hanging up, I begin packing an overnight bag and a carry-on tote.
"What's up?" Davis says quietly.
"It's my father. I have to go home," I say, disappearing into the bathroom to grab my
toiletries.
"I thought you and your family weren't speaking," Davis says as his face pops around
the bathroom door.
"We aren't, but -- well, they call every once in a while, and after they ladle guilt over
Ma Bell's wires, I begrudgingly and obediently do what they want," I say as I rush through
the door and push a handful of soaps and cleansers into my bag. "Tonight they want me to
come to the hospital."
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"And you're going?" he asks, arching one eyebrow.
"Look, Davis, I've been free of them for a while. I'm stronger than I used to be, so why
not go? I can handle them, can't I?"
"Sure. I guess," Davis says as he opens the motel room's door. "So, you need a ride?"
"Um, yeah, sure."
"Okay, let's go," he says as he pushes the elevator's button.
"Davis?" I say quietly.
"Yeah?"
"My brother said he might die -- It's probably bullshit, but --"
''What if it isn't?"
''Yeah."
Davis looks down for a long moment before answering. ''When my old man died -- I
was glad I was there. I mean, my family wasn't like yours, but -- there were things I needed
to say -- things we needed to settle."
"Oh, Jesus, I don't know if I can do this," I say, resting my head against the elevator
door, my stomach knotting with the thought of confronting my father.
"Just follow your instincts, Neal. You'll know what to do." Davis' hand gives my
shoulder a reassuring squeeze before we exit the elevator. As I breathe in the crisp night air,
I wonder if Davis knows what the fuck he's talking about; where my family's concerned,
anything I decide to do seems to be the wrong choice.

In a few hours, I'm in the air, flying to Chicago and on my way to Springfield. The
only positive thing about this trip is that I won't have to return to Holiday. The local hospital
isn't equipped to deal with serious problems, so my father was transferred to Springfield when
his heart began failing.
During the flight, I keep remembering how my father treated me whenever I was sick.
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"You fakin' this to get out of school?" he'd ask as he towered over my small form lying on the
couch. "You'll never amount to anything if you keep gettin' sick." This was my father's
version of parenthood; distrust everything your child says or does, until they can prove their
honesty. When the flight attendant passes me, I order another Bloody Mary and prepare for
a bumpy ride.

The long narrow hospital corridor smells of antiseptic, bleach and, faintly, of human
waste, the scents of shit and piss mingling in a potent, unmistakable aroma. A single voice
screams in short, staccato, evenly spaced outbursts as the screamer listens for reactions. Each
open doorway contains a glimpse of illness and mortality, a drawn curtain surrounding a
white, cadaverous ankle or arm. Old men with wheelchairs and IV carts creep toward the
bathroom, hoarsely whistling unrecognizable tunes with their exertions. Old women with
ragged hairdos amble about with shiny silver walkers providing needed support and stability
for their shriveling bodies. A wave of nausea and panic ripples through my stomach as I reach
my father's room. My brother leans against the grey wall outside the door, a ''No Smoking
Please: Oxygen in Use" sign peeking over his left shoulder.

"Well, it's about time!" Adam growls in his typically offensive way. His rationale is,
if you constantly take the offensive posture, you'll never get blamed for anything.
"I got here as soon as I could."
"Well, if you'd have piddled around any longer, the trip wouldn't have been necessary."
"Look, Adam, get off it. I'm here, okay? If you're going to hassle me, I'm out of here."
"I just don't understand why a 'movie star' like you can't get here at a decent hour."
Adam's arms are folded across his wide chest. He dwarfs me by three inches and uses this to
full advantage, stretching his spine, trying to emphasize his size.
"Look, Adam, I don't want to play this game. I'm tired from filming and dragging my
ass half way across the country at your request. I concede you're the perfect son and I'm dog
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shit. Now, can I go in and see him?" My voice has grown progressively louder, and people,
nurses, doctors, and patients are staring and whispering. The Wilkinson brothers' floor show
has begun in the ICU cardiac unit.
"What the hell's going on out there?" my father's voice booms through the blue cotton
curtain. Adam backs off as I enter the room. My mother sits in a turquoise chair; her hand
waves weakly as I pass her. She looks much older than I remember, the hair is lighter,
greyer, the lines and wrinkles darker and more pronounced.
My father lies on his back in a hospital bed, elevated by several pillows and the
inclined mattress. His skin still bears the wind-burnt redness I remember, but illness and
inactivity have added a yellowish hue, giving his round face the coloration of a blood-soaked
egg yolk. His right hand emerges from beneath the white and taupe mound of sheets and
blankets and extends toward mine. I take his hand in mine and weakly shake it, performing
this socially appropriate task by rote. There is no intimacy in this act, just the scaled,
leathery hand of the farmer colliding with the smooth, well-manicured hand of the actor.
"How are you?" I ask, and the tremor in my voice surprises me. The man in the bed
looks weak and old, bulging leathery bags under his eyes, a moderate snowfall of white and
grey strands peppering his black hair, and the veins and tendons blue and grotesquely defined
on his forearms, neck and jowls. The huge barrel of my father's chest has rotted from too
much whiskey and time, shriveling and collapsing with each laboring breath. This is the man
I feared, still fear, weak and deflated with tubes protruding from his nose, sticking into his
prominent veins. I always feared his strength and anger, anticipating their combined efforts
murdering me as I slept. All of the strength has been siphoned away; only the hardened,
hateful facial expression of his anger remains.
"How do you think? rm in the fucking hospital, for Christ's sake!" Each word my
father says is accompanied by a dry rattle hissing from his struggling chest. A death rattle?
"I -- I don't know. I didn't expect ..." 'You to look so sick' is the phrase my voice
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hasn't the strength to say.
My father laughs a deep, disgusted croak before strenuously drawing in a precious
breath and speaking, "It's not good, is it? The way I look and sound, it's not good."
I hear my mother's footsteps shuftling a quick exit from the room and wonder if this
is some intricate family plot. For a moment, I imagine my father drawing his trusty shotgun
from beneath the cover, then leveling the barrel at my chest and squeezing the trigger, bits
of blood and bone, my blood and my bone, scattering with the deafening sound of the shot. My
family, the survivors, gather over my bloody corpse, relieved that the 'freak' is finally gone.
When the trial happens, my father is acquitted on the grounds of self-defense and the
purification of his genetic legacy.
'Well, answer me, Neal! How the fuck do I look?" My father's croaking exposes his
corrosive anger, his last familiar part.
"Not good," I say, my own rebellious anger matching his, hardening my quivering
emotion. "Not fucking good."
The rattling laugh reappears, eroding into a convulsive fit of coughing and gasping.
"Don't you dare die now, you bastard!" Wilky hisses inside of me. "Don't even fucking think
about it." The coughing subsides and my father gradually refocuses on me, a mean grin

transforming his face into a sea of rippling wrinkles, the endless waves on an evil stream. He
struggles, drawing in another labored breath before speaking, "I knew you'd tell me. That's
why I had them call you."
"Call me? You had them do that?" My voice is controlled, measured, but inside I split
in two. One part of me remains prepared for mortal combat with my father. My eyes narrow
and my voice adapts the attitude of a professional poker player, revealing nothing that can be
used against me later. This part stares intently into my father's steele-blue eyes without
flinching. My mind races through a catalogue of insults and retorts that might aid me in our
verbal duel.
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As the warrior prepares for combat, my other half disengages from my body and the

situation, becoming a dispassionate and analytical observer. It records his weakened state,
the drawn cheeks and mouth, revealing the ghoulish contours of his skeletal cheekbones. The
observer notes the variations in his skin tone, the thick, whitened state of his finger and
toenails, and the manner in which his bones and veins struggle to tear through his withering
flesh. My passive-self monitors the room's tension, actually separating from my body and
traveling about the room, scrutinizing the battle from various angles. During the warrior's
struggle, the recorder watches for significant power transfer and scampers through the
hospital room and corridor checking out various exit plans.
"What the hell are you staring at?" My father's voice draws back my full focus to our
struggle.
"I -- I don't know."
"Tell me something, Neal," my father's voice croons in a conspiratorial bass, like a
confidante relating a juicy sexual conquest to a pal "How bad am I?"
"Bad," I state simply, my eyes boring into his, never turning away. "They don't think
you'll last the week."
Again, my father's cruel laugh rings off the plaster walls of his hospital suite. Again,
the horrendous cough follows it. After the rattling subsides, my father's smirking mouth forms
a single word. "Killer."
''What?" I ask, and for a moment my gaze lands somewhere above his head, between
the IV and oxygen paraphernalia and a bad oil painting of a fox hunt.
"I said, you're a killer. I always knew that about you. That one out there," his frail
hand emphasizes this mean-spirited phrase with a vague gesture toward the door, "he's always
trying to convince me he's the stronger one, the more ruthless one. But I've always known it
was you. Even when those dicks at the bar told me what a fairy you were, I knew. I knew.
I saw the way you refused to give in to that fucking town's bullshit in high school You just
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sucked it up and turned ruthless. Fucking little cut throat, that's what you are."
I begin rising from my chair, reaching blindly for anything I might leave behind with
a lurching exit.
"I wanted someone to tell me the truth about what was happening inside of me. The
doctor's didn't have the balls for it. Neither did Adam or your mother, but you ..." My father
cocks his head to the left, donning the expression of a proud papa. ''You would tell me the
truth and cut the crap. You'd tell me if I was fucking dying because you don't care and you
never did." These last words are said softly, a lover's whisper condoning a perfected new skill.

"That's what it takes to make it out there, fucking killer attitude."
"You bastard," I spit out as I stumble toward the door, tears and snot streaming down
my face. ''You fucking bastard, this is what you wanted. I don't feel anything, can't feel
anything for anybody, and this is what you wanted?"
"Hey, those two will piss and moan enough for the lot of us. I need to know fve passed
on something worthwhile, something of real value. I need to know someone in my goddamn
family is strong! What's wrong with that?"
"Did you ever once think what this would cost me?" I was leaning against the wash
basin, clutching the cold porcelain sink. I see my father's smirk quickly fade to a sour,
deadened stare.
'The same thing it cost me," he says, and the strength of the battle quickly drains from
his features. The game is over. He's just an old man waiting to die.
I close my eyes and stumble through the doorway. Wilky's voice is shrieking in my
head, "fuck you, fuck you, FUCK YOU!" and my temples throb with this inner noise. Get out
of here. My one thought is escape. I can't breathe, and the hall is spinning and, Jesus, I have
to get out of here. As my hand reaches for the elevator button, another hand slides over it.
The hand is wrinkled, shriveled and small. Liver spots dot the fleshy upper-palm and wrist.
My mother's slick, lotioned hand clasps mine in an iron grip.
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"Where are you going, for coffee?" Her voice is frail and weak, a voice of suffering. A
voice of performance. "Can I go with?"
My breathing is rapid and shallow, almost a pant. I draw in the last tidbit of oxygen
from the corridor before wheezing, "Outside. I've got to go out."
"Don't be silly. You've just got here. Hasn't he, Adam?" Adam's imposing frame
strides up behind hers as the elevator door opens and I tumble inside, leaning against the
nearest cloth-covered wall for support. My family follows me as the metal doors slide shut,
trapping us together.
"He looks bad, doesn't he?" My mother's tone is more relaxed, conspiratorial. Her
words are unemotional observations, devoid of feeling, but hinting at morbid curiosity. "He

definitely looks bad."
Adam, the hulk, stands sniveling in the opposing comer of our tiny prison as we
gradually descend. Ten - nine - eight - His wife has just left him and he's once again living
with my parents, trying to "get his bearings." Poor, stupid Adam never really left home. five -

four - three "I'm so glad you're here," my mother says, patting my arm as she nuzzles into my body.
Her five-two frame presses its rounded curves against my stiffening side. Why is this fucking

elevator taking so long? "Adam was always your father's and you were mine. That's how we
arranged it when you came along. 'Lillian,' he said, 'I've got Adam to work with me and you'll
have Neal to yourself.'"
The elevator door bursts open, revealing a sun-drenched lobby strewn with flower carts
and balloon bouquets. I thrust myself through the open doors, abandoning my chatting mother
and breathing fresher air. A wave of nausea hits as I whiff the pungent flowers of funeral
homes, roses and carnations. Swallowing hard, I step slowly toward the door.
"Neal! Neal, did you hear me? I need you now. Where are you going?" My mother's
hand clutches my bare forearm.
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"I have to go."
"You just got here. That's crazy to leave so soon. There's a restaurant right down the
hall. We'll get some coffee and you can tell me about this movie."
"No, movie -- I can't talk now, Mom, I've got to go back. I can't stay here. I won't stay
here." The lobby is a blur of colors and activity as the staff and visitors glide past our little
trio.
"What do you mean you won't stay? Your father's dying and you're staying!" Adam's
voice weakly imitates our father's authoritative tone. He almost pulls it off.
"No -- no, I'm going back, now. I was nuts to come. He doesn't care and neither do I."
I'm almost at the double doors as Adam yanks my shirt, pulling me against the wall.
"After all he's done for you, you're leaving now?" People are staring as his voice booms
against the marble walls of the foyer. His eyes narrow and his lips quiver. This is the
expression he had when we were kids and I was about to be hit. His voice comes in a single,
hissing curse. "Cunt. You're not leaving."
I lurch forward and crash through one of the swinging doors. The fabric of my shirt
rips as I step away from Adam. All the while, my mother's moaning, "Don't, don't, don't! Not
here! Not here! What will they think?"
"Come back here, you pussy cunt! You fucking actor pussy cunt!" My brother's arms
have wrapped around my waist and he's pulling me into the shrubbery near the visitor's
parking lot. His obscenities come out automatically, as if by rote. A mid-western chant of
masculine inadequacy and effrontery. "Get the fuck back in there! I'll kill you, you fucking
cunt! Look at what you're doing to your mother. Stupid fucking --"
My elbow swings back hard, clipping Adam's left ear. Dazed, he shuts up and relaxes
his grip just enough for me to pull free and navigate awkwardly toward a cab. The cabby
looks concerned as our hulking forms approach, a small, shriveled woman wringing her hands
behind us. "Get your fucking hands off of me!" I scream as my left hand grasps the back
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passenger handle of the door and pulls it open. With a graceless gesture, I push Adam's
clinging body to the pavement and fling my own into the cab, sprawling across the back seat.
My carry-on bag smacks me in the mouth as I slump in my seat. My suitcase rolls across the
pavement, springs its lock and empties its contents on the black asphalt.
"What the --" the dark-skinned cabby mutters as he spins around, giving me a
disbelieving look.
"Move!" I say in an exhausted growl, attempting to sit up. Adam grasps my right
ankle and tugs, but I kick free and grasp the interior handle of the open door, closing it before
barking, "MOVE, MOTHER-FUCKER! Get me to the goddamn airport, now!" I fling a wad
of cash from my billfold into the front seat. The driver floors it, and my body smashes back
against the seat, the sound of screeching tires reassuring me. As we swing into a sharp right
turn out of the parking lot, I catch a glimpse of Adam and my mother staggering about the
vacated lot. Adam is stomping and shouting silently at my retreating cab. My mother
struggles to calm him, her arms encircling his squirming form as we turn a corner and they
disappear.

At 6:35 p.m., the small commuter jet lands in O'Hare. I have no clothes. My suitcase
is lying somewhere in the St. John's Hospital parking lot, the latest sacrifice in our family's
war. Surrounding it are three shirts (red, purple and multi-colored squiggles on white), two
pairs of trousers (khaki and black), a pair of jeans (indigo, moderately faded), several pairs of
socks (three in shades complementing their companion shirts and one pair of white tube socks),
a bathrobe (crimson-textured terry-cloth) and five pairs of jockey shorts (in vibrant rainbow
shades of red, sapphire, banana, white and orange with a black leopard-skin printed overlay).
These scattered bits of silk, rayon, cotton and linen are the debris of my final family visit. I
told myself in the cab that I would not return for my father's imminent funeral, but, in fact,
I didn't plan to stick around for those grim festivities when I left California. My plan was to
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see the bastard one last time, show him how strong and self-reliant I was in spite of him, and
disappear into the sweet anonymity of some metropolitan burg. At twenty-six years of age,
I planned to run away from home and never return. The only problem with my plan was my
lack of anticipation of its sloppy execution. My escape is complete and final, but my clothes
are lost or tattered, and I'm walking around O'Hare trying to figure out where in the hell I'm
going now.
I slip into the men's room to survey the damage of my escape and check the contents
of my carry-on bag. The glare of stark fluorescent lighting bouncing off of gleaming tiled
surfaces hurts my eyes before I retreat into a dim vacant stall and sit upon the trap-door seat
of a public toilet. I pull open the noisy zipper of my black nylon bag and begin sifting through
its contents: my return flight ticket, a half-eaten roll of butter rum life-savers, my address
and date books, a pair of bronze tortoise-shelled sunglasses, various small vials containing
toiletries and colognes, a small Gilette razor and a canister of shaving cream, and an oversized
black t-shirt and matching gym shorts. A lucky after-thought caused me to pack them before
leaving my motel room in California. Relieved, I place the bag safely against the unshared
wall of my stall and shimmy out of my white linen trousers, preparing to use the toilet.
I hear a steady stream of other men entering and leaving the stalls and common area
of the men's room as I relax, my skin cooled by the smooth surfaces of porcelain and metal.
The pipes are sweating due to the horrid humidity of July in Illinois. Water droplets run from
the toilet's tank onto the exposed flesh of my back. Judging from the droplets' cool trails, my
shirt is ruined. The cold water stings as it grazes several spots on my back, scratches or cuts,
perhaps. I'll have to remember to check them later. I am grateful for the cheap black t-shirt
in my bag, a fresh covering for my bare flesh.
The flushing sound of an adjacent stall draws my attention to our common wall, a
graffiti-ladened metal partition. To pass the time, I begin reading these pithy phrases, the
inner thoughts and observations of past inhabitants, of anonymous men:
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"Here I sit all broken hearted ..."

"Today, at 2:15, B.J. in this stall. Give or receive. No fats or fems, please!
7-1-82."

''What do you call the extra fold of skin surrounding the vagina? A woman."

"For a good time call 312- ..."

"All Fucking Faggots must die!"

"I'm 5'8", 20 yrs. old. I'd like to meet you and worship your beautiful feet. Be
here tomorrow at 9am. Ask for Rob."

"Hey, faggot, it's the Fourth of July. Stick a fire-cracker up your fucking ass
and leave the rest of us alone!"

"For good head call 217- ..."

Interspersed with the random messages are a series of crude drawings and obscenities:

A rather detailed drawing of a woman's headless nude body, lying on its back,
legs spread wide to the viewer, her arms and legs appendageless stubs,
missing hands and feet or any weapon of defense.
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A crude drawing of an erect, dripping penis. The word "cock" scrawled along
its thick, crooked shaft..

Various sketches of boy-boy, boy-girl, girl-girl and girl-German Shepherd
couplings, each with explicit detail drawn into their depicted act, and sketchy
impressions of their personal identity.

These are the anonymous beings of the pornographic psyches of amateur artists, drawn for
arousal and degradation.
On the stall door, a single phrase has been carved into the grey paint with a knife
blade or key:

''What are you looking at, Cunt?"

That word. My father's word for my mother. Adam's word for me. A man's word for
trash, garbage. Something dirty and disposable. When my father drank, we were all called
it indiscriminately.

It had nothing to do with sex or gender.

It was something to be

overpowered, to be cleansed of, to be disposed of. A cunt is something that threatens the
status quo. If it's not disposed of, its disease will spread, and all existing structure may be
destroyed. Angry words, so angry they had to be carved into the metal instead of just written
there like all of the other angry words.
Flushing the toilet, I pull up my pants, fasten my belt and grab my trusty bag before
exiting the men's room stall. I'm greeted by my reflection in the opposite wall of mirrors and
basins. I walk over to them, lay my bag on a clean basin, and turn around to examine the
damage to my shirt and back. The slate blue-grey silk is tom from the yoke seam, a jagged
rip traveling diagonally across my spine. Four long, rosy scratches, each the width of a man's
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finger, Adam's finger, follow the trail of the diagonal tear. Specks of dried blood and four
bloody lines accentuate each of these rosy marks, making their contrast to my back's pale
bronze flesh more noticeable. No wonder people stared as I passed them in the airport. My
back looks as if it's been striped by some whiny tiger. Quickly, I strip the tattered shirt oft'
and toss it into the trash can. I don the t-shirt and the sunglasses, pick up the bag and exit
the men's room into the massive, genderless terminal.
At the airline desk, I'm informed by the perky, but tired, airline hostess that my flight
is not until early tomorrow morning. Since it's a holiday weekend, the hotels are booked and
I'll have to spend the night in the airport. She sweeps a long strand of blonde hair from her
blue eyes before adding, "I'm sorry for any inconvenience, sir. Have a nice day." I'm not
angered by this inconvenience because here I am safe. These large anonymous public havens
of the city are my solace and security. It's only with friends and family, people who know too
much about me, that I'm threatened.
I wander through the corridors and walkways of steel, glass and concrete, seeking a
safe respite where I can pass some time. In the lobby of the airport's on-ground hotel, I find
a dimly lit and mostly deserted bar. Everyone is outside enjoying the revelry of summer, and
I'm virtually alone in the chilly, air-conditioned darkness of the bar.

I sidle up to an

inconspicuous booth and deposit myself and my belongings. A young, lanky bartender with
a pony-tail, dressed in a crisp white dress shirt and black vest and slacks, mops oft' the brasstrimmed faux mahogany bar, ignoring my presence. His bow tie is untied and hanging limp
from the points of his stiff open collar. His dark hair sways with each stroke of his bar rag,
a strand or two working free of the tight rubber band that binds them behind his long angular
head. His facial features are sharp and defined with a long, narrow nose and sleepy slits for
his eyes. He resembles a well-kept dachshund, oddly elegant and show quality, as he senses
my gaze and returns it.
''What can I do for you?" he calls across the near-empty room. The few patrons
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scattered throughout the bar ignore his casual holler.
"A Bloody Mary, minus the vodka and Tabasco," I call back, sweeping my own hair out
of my eyes as I recline in the reddish-brown leather seat.
His laughter responds to my order. "You mean tomato juice?"
"No," I say, a bit perturbed, leaning forward and resting my elbows on the linen
tablecloth. "I want a Bloody Mary, a virgin one."
"Don't we all," he says as he begins fixing the drink. In a moment, he carries my drink
to me on a doily-covered serving tray in a fine crystal on-the-rocks glass, a symmetrically
sliced stalk of celery peeking out of thick red liquid. Near it a lemon wedge hangs invitingly
on the crystal lip. He quotes the outrageous price, convenience having its own mark-up value,
and as I retrieve some cash, says matter-of-factly, ''No matter what you call it, it's still only
fancy tomato juice."
I notice the shiny silver name tag on his left lapel as I look up to meet his glance.
"Thanks, Nick, but if it's only tomato juice, why the fancy mixed drink price?"
"Hey, I figured if you wanted this to be a Bloody Mary, I'd charge you for a Bloody
Mary." It's after this statement that Nick flashes me the first of a series of perfect, pearlywhite grins. A grin full of mischief and promise, the grin of a bad-assed altar boy.
We continue this friendly bantering with each table pass. Where you from? What do
you do? Where are you going? Nick asks. Nowhere. Acting in a movie, right now. Back to
a location shoot in a small burg in Northern California. I respond. It's sometime after this
exchange that I down my tomato juice and decide to do my number. I mean, Nick's sending
out signals fast and furious, and I've got nowhere to go 'til morning, so what the fuck?
Davis hates it when I do this anonymous shit. "You don't know what kind of sicko you
might pick up," he told me the last time I drug my ass home at 5:00 a.m. wrapped in rumpled
clothing and wearing a triumphant grin.
"That's the kick of it," I replied, "not knowing."
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"You're incorrigible," he said after disappearing into the kitchenette of our cramped
little apartment. His voice continued calling from the next room, an admonishment to his
surrogate child. "Hey, do what you want, but why fuck around with everyone? Guys? Girls?
Whoever is closest? I mean, today's way too scary to be screwing around with guys, if you've
got other options."
"We've been through this before," I replied from my perch, belly-down on our sagging
60's sofa. "It's like ice cream, there's too many flavors to spend the rest of my life sucking
down vanilla."
Davis' head popped round the door frame on that one. "I'm just saying it's a little
adolescent bobbing about from boys to girls and back again."
"So, which part of this is supposed to sound unattractive -- the 'adolescent' part or the
'bobbing' part?"
"All I'm saying is, with all of the scares about disease and shit, you should read John
Knowles' A Separate Peace and heed his advice."
''What's that?"
"Lure your forbidden fantasy guy up a tree, then push him off and go marry his sister."
"I've read that book. He doesn't marry his sister!" I said, popping up on my knees on
the squeaking couch.
"It's a paraphrase, stupid," Davis said before disappearing within the kitchenette's
tight confines once more.

It's about 1:30 a.m. when Nicky walks around the bar for last call. Everyone begins
leaving but me. I don't think Nick minds because he keeps flashing that gleaming grin at me
after every departure. I know from that smile I have him on my line and can reel him in
whenever I want. I was never any good at fishing as a kid, never had the patience for it. But,
since I've been fishing for lovers, using myself for bait, I've become quite an expert. The secret
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is to make them think it's their idea, be open and chatty, flash them a few provocative looks
and then wait to see if they pull your string. It takes patience and an eye for the right lure,
the right bait. If you pull the line in too soon, you run the risk of exposing your desire and
scaring them off, losing them to someone with more patience. You become the pursuer and
they become the dominant one; being pursued gives them power. If you want them, they're in
control, able to make demands and set limitations. It's far better to just dangle your line until
a big one nibbles, then make them bite the baited hook and swallow it whole, before pulling
them into your boat and heading home. Fishing for prime catches is all about power and
control. That's probably why I always do it after I encounter my family; with them, even when
I think I'm maintaining control, it can all be screwed up with a single phrase or gesture. I'm
not safe there, but here in a strange place, depending on the kindness of strangers, I'm calling
all of the shots.
"So, that's it, then. The last one's gone," Nick says as he begins gathering my empty
glasses and mopping the table. "You have a room here?"
"No, they're all booked up. I'll probably find a cozy bench at some terminal or a stool
in some coffee shop and wait for my flight."
"Sounds like a drag," Nick says, and I can see the gears in his brain turning, trying
to decide whether he should keep dangling his toe in the warm waters of slutty sex or take the
plunge. "You know," he begins tentatively, slyly, withholding his pitch before continuing. "I've
got plenty of room at my place. It's not far from here and I could drive you back in the
morning."
He's definitely nibbling at the bait, but I want him to swallow it whole. I hesitate for
a moment, looking uncertain before loosening my line a bit. "Well, I don't know. I wouldn't
want to be a bother."
"Hey, if it was a bother, I wouldn't have offered." He pulls up a chair from an adjacent
table, flips it around with its back facing the table's lip, and straddles it. "Look, I've been
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totally bored all evening. I'm not tired and I could use the company. I've even got tomato
juice. I can pour you some and you can pretend it's a Bloody Mary."
I laugh a loud, victorious laugh. He's swallowed the bait, he's mine now. "Well, if
you're sure I won't be a bother, then, thanks, I really appreciate it."
"You'll come, then?" His blue eyes are gleaming, and that smile is creeping across the
left side of his mouth.
"Yeah, sounds fun," I respond nonchalantly.
"Great," he says, rising and stretching his arms and back. His body is slim and
muscular, and the stretching fabric of his clothing hints at its taut contours. The body's nice,
but it's the smile I'll remember, reflecting on it when I'm bored or horny. He relaxes from his
stretch, lazily undoing the cloth-covered buttons of his vest with his left hand before
attempting to talk through a yawn. "Just let me finish the set-up and lock up, and we'll be
0 ff. "

"Sounds good," I say as a triumphant grin breaks through my tentative facade.
"Sounds really good."

Back at his place we talk about acting, bartending, college (he's a student, 24, and on
a scholarship to medical school); he brings up sports, and I tell him I'm not into it. The
apartment is small but functional, and very neat. This boy's mama taught him well. There
are anatomy charts and cross-section diagrams framed and mounted in the living room, and
all the furniture is covered with black velvet bedspreads. After about an hour, he starts
yawning in a forced, overly dramatic way. His version of throwing out some fishing line,
trying to elicit some suggestion or commitment from me. I play dumb. If this is going to
happen, he's going to have to make the final move.

I begin chewing my lower lip in

frustration. Have I misread the situation? I'm about to abandon hope when Nick sits next
to me on the couch and begins speaking in a soft conspiratorial tone. "So, where do you want
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to sleep?"
"Here, I guess," I say with a blank, innocent stare, the stare of an under-educated farm
boy.

"No, I mean, do you want the couch or -- the bed?"
"Which one's softer?"
"The bed," he says with a rueful grin. He's catching on to my game and learning my
rules.
"I wouldn't want to put you out, but -- the bed sounds nice." I'm batting my eyes like
some fucking ingenue.
"It's a big bed," he states with a smirk. "Neither of us needs to be put out tonight. If
you wouldn't mind--"
"That sounds fine," I say, and the grin reappears on his smooth, clean-shaven face.
Nick lifts his right hand and motions toward the bedroom as he retreats into the kitchen. I
rise, carrying my half-empty drink as I slowly and triumphantly walk into Nick's bedroom.
The chase, pursuit and seduction are my favorite parts; the rest is just a formality, a courtesy.
I enjoy catching the fish more than skinning and eating it; the thrill is already waning as we
continue.
I sprawl diagonally, face down, across the bed, stretching and placing my drinking
glass on the water-marked and scarred night stand. I roll onto my side and glance around the
room which is decorated in a med student chic. A sagging double bed is the nicest piece of
furniture and is near the room's center. Two night stands of poor condition, a mis-matched
dresser and chest of drawers, and a bright orange velveteen upholstered easy chair complete
the room's contents. Several anatomy posters are taped to the dirty robin's egg-blue walls.
The largest of these posters has the words, "What's Inside" inscribed beneath its detailed
drawing in large black block letters.
Nick's shiny grin flashes as he comes through the bedroom door carrying fresh drinks.
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Some surgical scrubs hang on a hook on the back of the door. "Cheers," he says, handing me
my glass before disappearing into the tiny bathroom. I sip the fresh drink and taste the
medicinal bite of vodka beneath the acidic tomato juice, a little something to loosen the
inhibitions. About four drinks ago, my tomato juices were transformed into Bloody Mary's,
thanks to Nick's magic mixer. I didn't protest, appreciating the mellowing effects of the booze.
Nick's still battling for control and the extra booze in my drink confirms this. Wilky's
frightened voice shouts, "Get out of here! What are you doing? Your father's dying and you're
about to fuck some stranger?" Another sip of my drink pushes this thought from my mind,

burying it beneath the erotic concerns of the moment.
"Why should I care?" I softly say aloud as I plop my head back against the stack of soft
pillows near the bed's "I Love Lucy" head board. "It never works anyway. My family and I,
together, never works."
"What?" Nick calls from the bathroom.
"Nothing," I say self-consciously as Nick comes through the door and begins timidly
removing his clothes. His head casts down as he kicks off his shoes and unbuttons his shirt
cuffs. Soon the shirt is gone, revealing a slender, solid chest tapering into a taut stomach and
waist. A fine smattering of downy dark hair covers his torso and forearms as he turns his
back, placing his shirt neatly on the orange easy chair. His trousers slide to the floor,
crumpling around his ankles. Long slender, deeply-tanned legs rise and descend as the
trousers are removed, folded and laid across the seat of the easy chair. Looking at Nick as he
discards his white cotton briefs, I notice his body as a whole, the body of a dancer, not a
surgeon.

His is a body made for graceful stretches and leaps, not slumping over some

antiseptic operating table. The thought of the waste of Nick's agile beauty saddens me as I
whisper, "I've run away from home."
Nick turns as he douses the harsh overhead light and asks, "What?"
I notice how young he looks as I respond, "Earlier today -- I ran away from home."
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Nick smiles as he sits timidly on the far corner of the bed, purposely avoiding body
contact. "We all have."
"You?"
Nick nods as he begins removing the rubber band securing his pony-tail. "My son, the
doctor, sounds better than my son, the fag, to most parents. If you don't run away in some
way, you never break free of that." The rubber band snaps, shooting across the bed as it
breaks. Nick's hair swings sloppily free of its slicked-back style.
I rise and brush some hair away from his downcast face with my left hand. Nick's
head pulls away automatically at my touch. "Sorry," he says with a self-conscious giggle. "I'm
a little nervous -- I usually don't --"
"Shhh," comes from my lips as I leave the bed and cross the room, standing opposite
Nick. Naked on the bed, he looks like a sheepish little boy, baffled by his arousal and his
bashfulness. "It's okay," I say in a soothing, conciliatory tone. "Just relax. Look, we need to
talk about some ground rules. I'll do whatever you want with my mouth -- my hands, but the rest, the anal thing, I'm not into that -- I -- I have this thing about turning my back on
people. But we can have a good time if you're up for it. I'll take care of you, okay?"
Nick nods.
Slowly dropping my clothes, I calmly take control. For a moment, Nick sits, silently
watching my strip-tease. His eyes concentrate on my exposed bits of flesh, valiantly ignoring
the sloppy plopping of my clothing on his hardwood floor. When the last piece of clothing is
dropped, I walk slowly toward the boy as he sits hypnotized and complacent on the bright
yellow bedspread. Our naked forms wrap around each other, mine guiding his through a
dance of mouths and hands, torsos and limbs. Drowning all outside thoughts in one steady
rhythm, I guide and he follows. The game is won and I'm the victor.
At twenty-six years of age, I've finally run away from home and I'm never going back,
is the last thought flashing through my brain before the sweet urgency of sex erases
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everything except the touch of Nick's flesh against mine.

I begin my return to California early the next morning. Nick gives me a silent lift to
the airport. His silence comes from embarrassment, but a contented grin crosses his face
periodically. We say our good-byes at the terminal door, with no promise of calls or contact.
Nick's an honest one. I like that. A series of plane rides, first a large passenger jet ride, then
a smaller commuter plane ride, carries me back to our film location in Northern California.
I pick up a rental car at the small regional airport before beginning the final drive to the
motel. I drive through city streets, super highways and twisting two-lane roads, signaling my
steady progress toward my destination. A few minutes away from the motel, I stop by a
package liquor store and pick up a fifth of vodka, some plastic cups and a bottle of white wine
for Davis. Although I'm usually relieved when a long trip ends, today I feel edgy and
apprehensive. After parking in the motel lot, I rest my head against the smooth padded
steering wheel before grabbing my parcel and heading toward the welcoming motel room.
Balancing the bag of booze against my hip, I struggle to retrieve my keys and push them into
the lock. The jingling of the keys alerts Davis of my return, and he quickly flings open the
door before I can unlock it.

His hesitant expression tells me something's wrong.

His

expression tells me my family's called.
''When did he die?" I say in a slow measured tone as I cross the room and drop the
sack of liquor onto the dresser's top. I sit calmly on the nearest bed and concentrate upon
steadying my breathing. On the surface rm fine, but inside, my father's death registers in
every pore. My breathing begins accelerating, my pulse races and my stomach begins twisting
into a tense knot. "Well?"
"They called this morning. He died at about eight-thirty this morning." Davis sits
next to me on the bed as he says this, an awkward attempt at comfort.
"Well, then, that's it, isn't it?" My voice breaks slightly as I croak this out. The saliva
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evaporates in my mouth and throat, making my speech strained and hoarse. I walk slowly
back to the dresser and begin pouring two drinks. I down one glass of vodka quickly, then
refill it and carry Davis' white wine to him. "How?"
I catch a glimpse of Davis' sympathetic gaze as he hesitates to respond to my question.
I shift my focus quickly toward the bad oil painting above his head, a lake-side nature scape.
The painting allows me to avoid any legitimate emotions as I wait for the alcohol to numb
everything. "Look, Davis, it's okay. I just need to know, how did he die?"
"His heart," he says simply, his hand grasping my dangling forearm.
"Never did work right," I say as I down the second drink before preparing to pour the
third. The purpose of the vodka is to cauterize my wounds. Its burning warmth travels down
my throat and assures me of its useful effect. Vodka will bum the wound, numbing the pain
and killing the infection after it locates it.
"What are you doing?" Davis says softly as I begin to pour another drink.
"I figure this is an appropriate way to eulogize a drunk," I say, tipping my glass toward
Davis' mirrored image. "A little hair of the dog, ya know."
"I'm sorry," he says, rising from the bed. I quickly raise my palm, stopping his
movement before he gets too close. "I've checked on flight times and you'll have to hurry if--"
"I'm not going," I say simply after draining the last drop from my cup. A warm
drunken glow begins traveling through my veins, reassuring me of emotional safety. I won't
fall apart today.
"You're not going?"
"No -- it's -- it was never any good back there -- at home. I've told him what I've
needed a long time ago."
"What about your family?"
"We came to blows on my last trip.

I really don't think I can handle a repeat

performance," I say as I lie down on the vacant bed. "It's better this way. It really is. Look,
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Davis, don't try to talk me out of this, okay?"
"No, it's up to you, I guess," Davis says as he pours himself another glass of wine.
"Your family's never been exactly Leave It To Beaver, has it?"
"No," I say, raising myself on my elbows. "My family's a lot closer to the Manson's
than the Cleaver's. I'm just so sick of the battle. I'm too tired to go through another round
this soon. Do you think I'm a selfish fuck or what?"
"I think you must have put up with a lot of shit to decide to do this. I wish it hadn't
have been that way." Davis' voice is soft and soothing as he refills my glass and sits on the
opposite bed. I look at his sad, concerned expression and realize I've started crying. A soft,
defeated sob rips from my throat before I can swallow it.

New York
December 19, 1989
Zoey slides on top of me, lips locked together with mine, hands stroking my back and
sides, legs straddling mine, their silken skin brushing lazily against my calves and thighs.
Our clothes lie somewhere near the foot of the Christmas tree. All of mine are lying in a heap
near our feet, and Zoey's are lying nearer the tree except for the champagne-colored silk and
lace camisole she wears. The only lights in the room are the multicolored tree lights, flickering
and twinkling from the living room's far-oft' perimeter. The smell of fresh pine and the sights
and sensations of the moment are lovely, but I keep becoming distracted, keep drifting away
from the moment.
We roll across the down comforter that covers an odd assortment of various cushions
and pillows strewn over the wooden floor. My hands travel across the fleshy contours of her
body, feeling its softness, its compliance to my touch. Yielding. Zoey's body is yielding,
gradually and definite, losing its inhibitions in this moment of entwined limbs. I open my eyes
to look down at her from my new perch above her. The combination of moonlight and the tree
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lights heighten the contrast of our skin's tones, Zoey's darkness a shadow against my groping
ghost-white flesh. The tree lights dance across our skin, coloring us polar shades of a similar
hue. Blues, reds, greens and golds flash and dissipate, flash and dissipate across Zoey's gentle
face and my flexed forearms.
Zoey's lips slide into a contented grin as they form a single word. "Love," she whispers
as she turns her head and my lips begin traveling her long neck. Her hands respond to my
kisses, the left traveling from my shoulder to my waist, the right stroking my forearm, bicep,
chest and throat. "Love," she repeats dreamily as her fingers trace my adam's apple and collar
bone.
With this touch I cringe slightly, directed by Wilky's frightened voice to retreat. HGet

out of this," his voice hisses. HGet out before she strangles you." His insistent tone makes my
mind race away again, frantically seeking a safe haven away from Zoey's needs and
expectations. For a moment, I feel myself drifting away from my flesh, numbing it through
my mental retreat. Detached, my mind focuses on the dancing colors of the Christmas lights,
the crumpled comforter and the endless ticking of the grandfather clock.
''What is it?" Zoey asks, her eyes opening wider with concern.
"Nothing," is my response, but my flesh confirms her concerns as it contracts and
withdraws from her. "I just - I just can't keep my mind on this." I punctuate this statement
by rolling off her with a frustrated sigh, my uncooperative body lying inertly beside her.
"It's all right," she says, nuzzling against me, her fingers beginning to stroke my arm
as one hand encircles my right wrist and the other rests across my chest. My right arm pulls
away sharply, automatically, as Zoey adjusts her head's position, resting it on one of the
overstuffed pillows surrounding us. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing," I say tensely as I roll free of her and begin walking towards the blinking
tree.
"Stop saying that," Zoey says sharply. "It's bloody something or you wouldn't be
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walking away -- Is it what I said?"
"What?" I ask, turning to face her. Zoey's large soulful eyes evaluate me, trying to
penetrate my silence.
She rolls her eyes toward the loft rafters and begins muttering, "I said 'love,' you idiot.
Don't ask me 'what,' when you know damn well what I'm saying."
"What you said had nothing to do with it. It -- I just kept getting distracted, losing
track of things. I'm sorry." My hands are shaking a bit and my voice has softened to a coarse
whisper as I stare out of the window overlooking the factory district neighborhood. "I'm sorry,
it has nothing to do with you. It's just me tonight. I'm in a very strange mood."
Zoey has walked up behind me and is gently stroking my shoulder. ''What is it?"
"I don't know." My throat is dry, my voice barely audible as a tear begins trailing
down my cheek. My entire body conspires against me, robbing me of any illusion of manhood.
"Maybe I'm tired from today. Sometimes -- it's hard being with you. I feel as ifl need to give
you whatever you ask for without question -- without hesitation -- and ifl don't, it will all fall
apart, unravel."
"Shhh! That's not going to happen." Zoey's fingers brush against the damp hair
clinging to my temple. I lay my head back, enjoying her touch. "I'm going to be here. I won't
leave, because I love you, Neal. I won't leave you because I love--"
"That word. I don't know what to do with it." I break free of her and sit on the bottom
step of the spiral staircase. "It's like a threat -- Some terrorist saying, 'I love you; now give
me what I want or I'll shoot your cat.'"
"I'm trying not to make demands."
"I know, it's just -- whenever I hear 'love,' I expect to see some price tag. If I love you,
then you owe me and vice versa. It's just a word that holds so much expectation, and I'm not
sure I can meet anyone's expectations."
"Look, Neal, I'm enjoying what we have. I'm not making any demands. Those are all
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self-imposed, got it? I like things as they are." Zoey kneels in front of me.
"You do? Even if I keep pulling away --" My voice cracks as I question her. "Even if
I cringe when you touch me 'the wrong way' and I can't explain why? Even when -- I don't
think I'll ever be able to say 'I love you' to you or anyone and mean it?"
Zoey's hand gently strokes my cheek. Her expression is full of concern and caring, but
I don't trust it. Wilky's cynicism creeps into my consciousness. "Is she strong enough to

handle being with you?" Wilky's voice mocks her sincere brown eyes, staring gently into mine.
"Are you enough of a bastard to make her stay, knowing she'll only be hurt in the end?"

New York
Anxious Moments
Up to 1985
All those bodies. There are too many bodies since I've left Holiday behind. Too many
nameless bodies bedded and blotted out antiseptically after my father's death. Male and
female, man and woman, boy and girl, all convulsing in an anonymous sex-dance, passing
through my dressing room, my apartment, my bed in a steady stream of nameless encounters.
I even tried to come on to Davis once, although I promised myself! never would. I was drunk,
and he was there. Luckily, Davis knew I was just fucked up, and gently put me to bed, saying,
"We're not about that, remember? We're friends, and this would just fuck it all up." I
apologized the next morning, but pulling that with Davis shows how out of control I sometimes
am. After my father's death, these anonymous sexual encounters became indiscriminate and
indiscreet, a flagrant flaunting against his macho conventions and attitudes. Hard as I try
to block him out, to exorcise him, my father always murmurs in my mind, performing a
constant critical commentary on my every action. It's only in those last strenuous, semiconscious moments of sex that my father's voice is drowned out, and I am free of him. But,
the steady stream of willing bodies is taking a toll; it can't go on like this forever. rm giving
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too much away.

Good notices from the horror flick Davis and I were filming when my father died lead
to more lucrative opportunities. From the reviews, Davis is defined as the sexy, dangerous
predator, and I gain the label of a "soulful victim." We join cast in several off-off Broadway
productions. Davis films a few commercials for deodorant and diuretics, while I work on a film
about run-aways. I play a foul-mouthed, teen-aged run-away hustling for money and food who
dies of an overdose at the film's climax. I receive mostly favorable notices and am contacted
by an agent, Virginia Perry, who agrees to represent both Davis and me. Davis gets more
television commercials and some modeling jobs; I am sent up for several plays and musicals
before landing an audition with the New York based soap, Sole Survivors. I'm hired on the
spot to play Blaine Weatherby, a second generation Sole Survivor. Six months later, Davis
joins the cast as the soap's stud-in-training, and my contract is extended for two years by
Patrice Cornwell, Sole Survivor's executive producer. Davis is elated, child-like, a boy joyfully
playing with a much-desired toy. "Isn't this great?" he says after getting his first paycheck.
"Can you believe we're getting paid for this?"
"No," I say as I let Magda, the make-up artist, re-apply some blush and contouring
shadow to my face. "It's weird, isn't it?"
"How so?" he asks. I can tell he's reading my uneasiness, my hesitancy.
"It's just -- it's just been too easy, hasn't it?"
He reaches over and musses a few strands of my rigidly coiffed hair. "Come on, Neal,
lighten up. Don't look a gift 'soap' in the mouth."
After this, my reservations are silent and unexpressed.

I worry about my role

shrinking or expanding with each week's story-line, wondering if there's a hidden message in
the variations.

I spend my nights memorizing lines and citing weaknesses in my

performances. I never knock the writing; it's always my fault, something I'm failing to convey
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in my performance of Blaine. I don't eat well; my sleeping has become erratic and unrestful.
A recurring nightmare of disembodied hands groping my body and forcing it into a black hole
keeps interrupting my sleep. When I wake screaming and crying from the dream, I still feel
the iron grip of those hands clasping my wrists and ankles.

My concealment of the bodies is getting sloppier, almost non-existent. The other day,
I picked up some deli delivery boy in the studio's hallway. People saw him enter and leave
my dressing room, and I made no attempt to camouflage the purpose of his visit. Not good,
not good at all. There have been others: the girl with long, strawberry blonde curls from the
snack bar downstairs; the bicycle messenger boy with those amazing muscular thighs; the
middle-aged woman, a long-time fan of the show, whose fully rounded hips intrigued me; and
the telephone repairman with a tattoo of a blazing phoenix bird on his veiny left forearm. All
of these bodies have stumbled in and out of my dressing room, adjusting rumpled clothing or
re-applying cosmetics. They amble down the hall as I lean against my dressing room doorway,
smiling and smoking an imported cigarette. They are my drug. A quick adrenaline rush of
sloppy sex injected under my hot skin, anesthetizing my demons. With each caress, I lose my
self-criticism and self-censorship. Every orgasm sends me drifting away from myself for a
brief, perfect moment. The bodies will not linger; only their parts haunt my brain; curls of
strawberry blonde; thighs, amazing and muscular; fully inviting hips; colorful and bizarre
tattoos. These parts, these bits of flesh linger in my memory long after the presence of their
possessors has faded.

About an hour after the deli boy's departure, there's a knock on my dressing room door.
Lighting another cigarette, I mumble an acknowledgement through clenched teeth, "It's open."
"Beg pardon?" Iris Mannings muftled voice calls from the other side of the door.
"Neal, dear, it's me. Are you decent?"
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I swing the door open too quickly and nearly knock myself off balance. "Shit! Oh,
sorry, Iris -- um, what's up?"
With slow, graceful steps, she glides across my dressing room and takes a seat across
from my lit make-up mirror. "I was wondering if we might have a little chat, you and I?"
"Sure, what?" I say as Iris stares at me. Her gaze, steady and unwavering, throws me
a bit as it gropes for information from my outward appearance.
After a moment, Iris produces a silver cigarette case and nervously draws a single
cigarette from it, almost dropping it before bringing it to her pursed, scarlet lips. It's the first
time I've seen Iris not in control. She lights the cigarette with a brass pocket lighter, then
draws in a great lungful of smoke before speaking. "I don't know how to begin -- oh, dear, this
is awkward." Iris' right hand nervously fidgets with her intricately carved lighter as she
evaluates her approach options. Slowly, she says in a tentative voice, "Do you like your job
-- working here, that is?"

"Oh shit, they've caught on. You've been fired because you can't act!" Wilky's voice frets
in my brain as I battle to retain a calm exterior, saying, ''Yes -- yes I do. Why do you ask?"
"Oh, hell, Neal, there's just no easy way to say this. It's going to be messy and a bit
rude, and I hate that. I really do, but --" Iris pauses for a moment, taking a drag off of her
steadily shrinking cigarette. I tense up, knowing she's probably been sent by Patrice to fire
my ass for general theatrical incompetence. I notice the lipstick stain on Iris' cigarette butt
as she lays it on the small, overflowing crystal ashtray. Her scarlet lips begin moving as she
resumes her speech. "I've noticed -- a lot of people have noticed you've had a steady trail of
visitors, men and women, traveling through your dressing room recently --"
"Oh, Jes us, Iris, I'm sorry, it's --" Iris' exquisitely long fingers stop my rambling with
a single dramatic gesture.
"It's none of our concern, really -- whom you choose to -- have visit, but --" Iris' eyes
widen slightly as she rises and wanders toward the pastel green couch and retrieves a small
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scrap of white cloth from behind one of the throw pillows. The deli boy's stark white briefs
dangle from Iris' elegant fingers as she continues, "Goddammit, Neal. This is just plain tacky
and foolish. Patrice is not the most open person when it comes to this sort of thing." Her

right hand shakes the dangling briefs emphatically with the last four words of this sentence.
Iris gently lays the briefs on my make-up counter before seating herself once again. She leans
forward and pats my trembling knee. I assume the role of the disobedient child very easily,
complete with my gaze cast downward and my fingers interlaced in a pose of penitence. Iris'
index finger gently presses against my chin until my head raises and my glance meets her
own. She speaks in a soothing maternal tone as she holds my chin in her right palm. "Neal,
I know what a bitch this newfound success can be. I was a bit of a skyrocket when I first
made my splash on this show, but you have to learn discretion, my boy. It doesn't matter
what you do as long as Patrice or some sleazy journalist doesn't catch wind of it. In the end,

the rewards of success are too great to waste it on sloppiness."
"I'm sorry, Iris," I sob as she reaches to clutch my trembling hands. "I've just been sort
of out of control lately."
"I know, love.

I know, but you just have to get control of this before it ruins

everything." I look up to see Iris' warm gaze staring back at me, a gaze without recrimination
or judgment. Iris leans close and plants a kiss on my moist left cheek before continuing.
"You're too talented to burn out so soon, my dear." And with those words, she rises gracefully,
crosses to the door and exits, leaving me to pick up the pieces and figure out what to do with
my life.

Later, as I'm leaving the studio, Patrice waves me over to her car. "Neal, dear, how
are you?"
"Fine," I say, trying to maintain a calm facade. "I'm just heading home. It's been a
long day."
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"Yes," she says, her green eyes boring into mine. "I know you've been a very busy boy
lately. Yes, very busy indeed."
"What's that supposed to mean?" I ask testily, annoyed with her tone and her audacity.
"Nothing, dear. You must be tired," she says with a yawn. ''You're a bit irritable
tonight. I just wanted you to know that I see things. I see when your work load's a bit heavy,

and I see when you have time to lounge about."
I smile at her caginess and say, "Mother's watching. Is that what you're trying to say,
Patrice?"
"Oh, yes, dear, Mother's always watching. No matter what you do, Mother sees all."
Patrice adjusts her glasses and puts her car in gear. Before I can reply to her enigmatic
statement, she is gone.

"Did you hear that? She knows. She knows, goddammit!" Wilky shrieks in my head.
"Shut up," I mutter as I button my coat and begin walking home. "Just shut up."

Transcript of Neal Wilkinson's Therapy Session with Dr. H. Pollack
September 11, 1989
DR.P.:

So, Neal, have you thought about what I asked you last session?

NEAL:

Sure, you want to know why I'm a promiscuous pervert.

DR.P.:

Is that what you heard me ask?

NEAL:

[Lighting a cigarette] It was almost that subtle.

DR.P.:

What I asked was, what part of your upbringing contributed to your attitudes
about sex?

NEAL:

Yeah.

DR. P.:

It's a bit different from calling you a pervert, isn't it?

NEAL:

I suppose . . . Look, I've already told you I didn't have any sexual education
at home. Ward and June were too busy hating each other to fuck.

DR. P.:

Where did you learn about sex?
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NEAL:

The men's room at the local gas station.

DR.P.:

[Chuckling] I beg your pardon.

NEAL:

They had a rubber -- condom machine in the bathroom. A lot of horny guys
wrote some very interesting stuff on those walls.

DR.P.:

Did you encounter any of those 'horny guys'?

NEAL:

What? No -- well, some, but ... Look, I didn't begin sleeping around until I
went away to college.

DR.P.:

So there were no lovers in Holiday?

NEAL:

One or two . . . [Rising, slightly agitated] Look, that place had nothing good
to say about sex. When I was -- I don't know, thirteen or fourteen, our
minister showed a sex-ed slide show to our Sunday School class.

DR.P.:

What was it like?

NEAL:

Totally useless. They talked about the basics, you know, anatomy, things like
that. There were slides of childbirth and drawings of a cross-sectioned penis
entering a cross-sectioned vagina. That was okay. But what got to me
[Patient sits] was how they handled the tough stuff.

DR.P.:

Tough stuff?

NEAL:

Yeah. The things they didn't approve of, like -- well, most of the things I'm
into now.

DR.P.:

You mean, sleeping with both sexes?

NEAL:

Yeah ... Well, no, actually. Bi-sexuality wasn't even hinted at. You were
either a baby-maker or a pervert. All of the -- variations were listed on the
screen in big red letters: MASTURBATION, FELLATIO, HOMOSEXUALITY.
[Laughs] This very stern, cheesy narrator read these words in a deep ominous
tone. He never defined them, mind you. He just said if you did any of these,
you'd go straight to hell. Jesus, what a fucking waste!

DR.P.:

Why does that bother you so much?

NEAL:

The dishonesty of it. They dropped all of these bomb shells on us, these little
kids, and then didn't even have the balls to fucking define the terms.

DR.P.:

Were you confused?

NEAL:

Hell, yes. I heard boys call other boys -- call me -- fag and pussy, and I had
no idea what they meant. The "normal" shit was still a mystery, and then I
thought, finally I'm gonna get some answers from this film and . . . [Laughs]
Well, it only gave us more names to call each other in P.E.

DR. P.:

Okay, Neal, this is what I think. I think it was rotten that no one taught you
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these things. You have a right to be angry with your parents, the church, but
-- I was wondering why you have this compulsiveness to sleep around.

NEAL:

That's easy, Doc. Control.

DR. P.:

Explain, please.

NEAL:

Well, when you're seducing somebody, anybody, you're in charge. You call the
shots and state precisely what you want up front.

DR. P.:

And this appeals to you?

NEAL:

Hell, yes. In a relationship, everything gets blurred and messy. You lose sight
of what you wanted from it in the beginning. But, with fast, sleazy sex, you
know just what you want, you ask for it and then you make sure you get it.

DR. P.:

How?

NEAL:

[Laughs] I don't know. You just make sure it doesn't get out of control. You
keep watchful of what's happening.

DR. P.:

And in a long-term relationship, you don't have this control.

NEAL:

Not at all.

DR. P.:

So, you're willing to take this risk of AIDS and other dangers for this sense of
control?

NEAL:

Definitely. Losing control's the worst thing that can happen. Having it taken
from you is unbearable.

DR. P.:

Is that what ended your relationship with Cameron?

NEAL:

[Pause] Yeah, I sort of -- relaxed around Cam and -- I was hurt by it. That's
the problem with hanging in a relationship for the long haul. You start
relaxing and, before you know it, you're fucked.
[End of tape #1 session #115]

The Green Journal: The Final Entries - 1976
Tomorrow I'll have to write about what I did on my summer vacation. If I write down
what really happened, Mrs. Carey will swallow her fucking dentures. People never want to
hear what you're really like; they only want the sanitized bullshit version of who you are.
That's the problem with Holiday -- all those people so busy making sure their masks don't slip,
they don't know what to do with someone who's just who they are. Old Lady Carey is the
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queen of the masks. She stands in front of her classes spouting off about whatever happened
to "ladies" and "gentlemen." I just sit there steaming when she says this, wondering, are these
our only options?

*

*

*

This is how I really spent my summer vacation.
I arrive at Alden Art Camp on the first week in June, still shaky with the drug thing.
It's funny, I swore to myself I'd give them up after Stash's "little accident." That's how
everyone in Holiday describes it. "It's such a shame about Stash's little accident." "Poor Mr.
and Mrs. Peterson, dealing with Stanley's accident and his hospitalization in that place." "I
hear Stash is doing better after his little accident." That's how they all talk about it, like
Stash "accidentally" slashed his wrists, and the loony bin they've shipped him off to is merely
a hospital or a hotel. I hate it because it makes it sound like Stash will come home and
everything will go back to normal. From my last sighting of Stash, I don't think he'll ever get
out of that place, and if he does -- well, he won't be the same. I think that's the real reason
I worked so hard to get to this camp; I need new friends.
There are all sorts of people here, black, white, hispanic; teen-aged boys and girls
serious about art and their own creativity. During the day I study them, learning how to
survive in their world. Many are from big cities, Chicago, St. Louis and all of the suburbs, and
I listen to their voices. I concentrate on memorizing what they talk about and how they speak.
I try imitating their accents, discarding my own hick dialect for a more precise, nasal tone.
I'm a snake shedding my skin to improve my camouflage, blending into my different
surroundings with a goal of survival. But if I'm going to survive, I have to stop the goddamn
drugs.
I left all of my drugs at home, the pot, the booze and the pills. Left them all in their
hiding places in case I need them when I get home. I know this sounds funny, but if I can't
blend in at this camp, I'll need something to soothe the disappointment. The drugs have their
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hooks in my body; I can't sleep worth shit, my concentration sucks and my flesh constantly
crawls, its natural thermostat flipping back and forth between intense cold and intense heat.
My drawings are tense and shaky, and one of the instructors notes this, saying, "Your
handling of costume and background is first-rate, but your people are stiff and lifeless. Try
to bring them to life from your hands onto the page." At night, I replay these criticisms and
wonder what the hell I'm doing here. I lay in my cramped double bed and try not to shiver
or sweat, praying for daylight and some necessary distractions from the itching, the
temperature and my own fears.
The days are divided into four sessions -- life-drawing, 3-D art, pen and paints, and
a little art history. The life-drawing is my favorite, even though I'm not able to bring my
drawings to life. Today we drew the male form, and this guy, Erick Graham, walks up to the
modeling platform, strips off his shirt and slacks, and poses in his gym trunks while we draw
him. We spend hours looking at his body, drawing its contours and expression and trying to
bring him to life. He's also one of my roommates in the cabin. I notice the freckles splashed
all over his face, back, and shoulders whenever I walk into our room and interrupt his reading.
He's a second-semester freshman at U of I, and models for us as part of his art scholarship.
I think I notice him staring at me whenever I turn away, but I've never been able to catch him
staring. It's just a feeling, a weird sensation as unseen eyes check out every curve and crevice
of my body.

*

*

*

I lied about not bringing drugs with me. I lied to my own fucking diary. Fucking
pathetic. It's about 1:30 in the morning and I'm stumbling around our dark room looking for
my shaving kit. I've taped a "baggie" full of pills against the inside cap of my shaving cream.
I keep searching and searching, trying to find my pills. When I finally find the can of shaving
cream and open it, the pills flip out and accidentally drop in the toilet.
"Shit!" I say as I turn on the light and see my little yellow pills floating in the toilet.
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The water goes into the bag and the pills are ruined.
"You okay?" a voice says from the doorway. I tum and see "Rick" standing in the
bathroom doorway. "Rick" is Erick's nickname. He smiles at me with sleepy eyes, and I try
to keep my eyes from traveling over his thin, speckled body, focusing on his head of red hair
and those sleepy eyes. He opens his mouth again and says, 'Wilky, are you all right?"
"Yeah, sure," I say as I flush the toilet and he sits on the wash basin. "Why, do I look
like somethings wrong?"
''Yeah," he says with a sleepy smirk plastered on his face. ''You look kinda jumpy, and
you're sweating up a storm."
"I am?"
"Uh-huh, and besides, I was wondering what was in that bag you flushed."
I stare at him for a long moment before I decide to be partially honest. "Look. rve
been doing drugs for a while, and it's a real bore, so I decided to flush 'em. That's what I was
doing when you came in. I was flushing the last of my pills."
"You flushed all of them?" Rick asks.
''Yep," I say in my best farm-boy dialect.
Rick frowns before saying, "Is that a good idea? You look pretty ragged to me."
"I'll be fine," I say as I try to pass by him into the bedroom.
"Shhh!" he says. ''You'll wake the others."
"So what?"
"Look, you look really uncomfortable and I know a place where we can relax. You up
for it?"
"Sure."
"Great! Grab a towel and meet me at the other end of the hallway in five minutes.
Five minutes later we're crawling out of an open window in the boys' cabin and
climbing down a sturdy rose trellis. 'Where are we going?" I whisper as we hit the ground.
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"You'll see," Rick says with a wicked smile flashing in the moonlight. He stares at me
a moment before adding, "It's a full moon -- time to howl." He lets loose with this loud coyote
howl and we run down the gravel path and into the woods.
Rick leads me to a secluded lake about a quarter mile away from the main cabin. He
walks over to the dock and lazily draws the big toe of his left foot across the calm water.
"This'll cool you off," he says, dropping his shorts and flashing his naked white ass before
jumping into the calm water.
I nervously walk over to the dock and put my toe in. The water's incredibly warm and
inviting, smelling offish and algae, smelling oflife. I start to jump in when Rick's head pops
.out of the water and he whispers, ''Wait! Drop your shorts. Otherwise they'll find the wet
clothing in the bathroom and we'll catch hell."
"How would they know where we were?"
"The lake water turns your clothes green. Too much goddamn algae," he says as he
begins a lazy back float, his unprotected cock floating above the water's surface as he glides
away. I try not to stare at his white body floating in the dark water as he says, "Come on in.
The water's great."
Awkwardly, I shed my shorts and hop into the water with a loud splash. The water
feels surprisingly warm, almost soothing as I slosh through it, dog-paddling toward Rick. The
water has matted his red hair against his head, the bangs curling around the comers of his
eyes, creating a sort of feathery super-hero mask. The water level hovers around the base of
his chin as he treads water in the center of the lake. As I reach him, Rick grins a tight-lipped
odd grin and suddenly spews a stream of water into my face. Laughing, he quickly splashes
away as I begin swimming after him. We swim several rounds before settling in near the dock
and lazily treading water.
"Where you from?" Rick asks, his eyes staring up at the full moon and countless stars.
"A little burg in the middle of Illinois," I reply, trying to find what he's staring at in
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the sky.
"Where?"
"Holiday."
"Sounds festive," he says, lazily resuming his back float.
"It's not."
"Where the hell is it?" he asks with a faint laugh.
"South of Springfield. Hey, where are you from? Chicago?"
"One of the burbs," he says before asking, "Is the water helping?"
''Yeah," I say as I realize my skin's stopped itching and my temperature feels near
normal "It's nice out here," I say drowsily, resting my head against the wooden dock. I hear
the sound of Rick's body hopping out of the water and onto the dock. I open my eyes and see
his bare legs retreating from the lake, droplets of water splattering against my face and hair.
I swing around to look up at him and say, "Time to go?"
"Nah, I just want to dry off a bit before we go back. Stay in and relax for a bit," Rick
says, and the water feels so nice, I don't argue. For a while we stay silent and I hear the
chirping and cricking of animals in the surrounding woods. After a few minutes Rick asks,
"So, what do you do for fun in Holiday?"
"Fantasize about mass murder," I say in a dead-pan tone.
"Seriously, what do you and your friends do?"
The word "friends" throws me and, for a moment, my flesh tenses and begins its
annoying tingling again. I whisper my response, the voice of a lost child coming from my
throat. "All my friends are -- gone."
''What?"
"My best friend, Stash -- he just tried to off himself and -- well, he's been shipped off
to the nut house," I say, my voice croaking a bit as I speak. "As for anyone else -- well, I'm

kinda the town freak, ya know. There's not a lot of people who want to be around me -- afraid
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the freak stuff will rub off on them, I guess." Moist tears mingle with the droplets of lake
water already on my face.
"I'm sorry," Rick says softly. "At home, it's kinda rough for me, too. My folks wanted
a football player, not an artist."
"Mine are so busy with their own shit -- well, I kind of get lost in the shuftle," I say,
composing myself by adding, "There's this girl, Joy, she and I've done stuff. Messed around,
you know. But -- that's over."
"Why?" Rick asks, and his hand brushes against my temple. It startles me a bit, but
it's so gentle, I don't pull away.
"I don't want to visit wife-and-kiddie-land," I say as I reach up and grasp the dock, my
back resting against its coarse wooden surface. "Joy's nice enough, but -- in Holiday, that's
how you get trapped. You get someone pregnant and then you have to get married and get
a job. Then you wake up one day and find out you've given everything up for some goddamn
kid and you start taking it out on 'em -- I just couldn't face that."
"Can I rub your shoulders?" Rick whispers with his lips near my ear. "I -- I just want
to do something for you. Is it all right?"
"I guess," I say as his hands clamp around my shoulders and he begins a gentle
massage. My damp skin lets his hands glide smoothly with each movement.
"I've caught you looking at me," Rick says as his hands continue their work. I tense
a bit, embarrassed by his words. He senses this through his hands and whispers softly, "Don't
worry. It's okay. I kind of like it." After he says this, his hand strokes lower, touching my
forearms and chest. "Is this okay?" he asks. After he rubs me for a while, I begin feeling all
safe and drowsy. His hands replace the soothing power of my drugs.
''Your hands feel nice," I say, and Rick slides effortlessly into the water beside me, his
arm still locked around my chest as our bodies touch under the dark water. It happens here
in the dark water. The thing my father accused me of doing with Stash, I'm about to do with
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a total stranger. For a moment, our eyes meet, and I realize the power I have over him. Right
now I could make Rick do anything. Anything/ What a trip! Our mouths meet and part, meet
and part, like the water splashing against the dock. It's been so long since someone's treated
me like I matter, like I'm not a piece of shit. On the dock, I let my mouth wander over Rick's
body and try to see what freckles taste like.

*

*

*

We spend the rest of our time at camp together. In the day, Rick looks at my paintings
and drawings and gives encouragement and guidance. In the moonlight, we climb down the
trellis and run off to the lake for swimming and such.

*

*

*

After I get home, I write him long, rambling letters telling him about how stupid
.everything in Holiday seems since I've returned, how silly and small. I write and make fun
of Old Man Fletcher's junk shop and Marcus Rollins' pathetic life. I tell of how the former
super-jock flunked out of Jr. College and now he just hangs around the football field
remembering his past glory as other boys work their asses off replacing him. I write about my
father's drinking and my mother's clinging. I write it all to Rick and it loses its power over
me as I place it on the page.
Then, I make a mistake.
I write, telling Rick how much I miss him, how much I miss those evenings in the lake.
The word "love" is written in red ink on a white page. I write "I love you" and, for the first
time ever, I think I know what it means. These words are written and mailed and I wait for
Rick's response. I wait and wait, but the reply never comes. I write more letters, apologizing
for my words, telling Rick I was drunk when I wrote it and asking for him to forget about it
and write me. "Please write me," is what I say in my letter. I keep waiting until one day a
letter comes. It says:
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Neal,
My mother found your letter and freaked.
Everything's too intense.

I don't know what I want.

This is too much.
But my mother's

watching the mail and I can't write you again.
I'm sorry. Please understand.
Rick

*

*

*

I've decided to stop writing things down. It's too dangerous. You never know who'll
read it and use it against you. The stuff with Rick was stupid and weak. I won't do that
again. I'm not ashamed of the sex, and fuck anyone who thinks I am. It's just the love that
made it sloppy, that makes it all end and hurt so badly.
In a few weeks I'll be going away from this place. I'll be going to college and leaving
Holiday and everything in it behind. I'm leaving my family and all of those stupid people and
words like "love" behind, hidden by some loose stones in the old chimney. Maybe I should
bum it all, but -- if something happens to me, I want to know I've left something behind. I
want to know that someone might find these pages and know I existed. I don't know why that
matters, but it does. I feel as if I'm disappearing and I need to leave something behind.
Wilky 1976
[There are no further entries in this journal.]

New York
January - March, 1986
I keep staring at this guy at Patrice's New Year's Party. It's a business party full of
soap actors and actresses, network execs, corporate types and such. But the only person I see,
the only one that sticks out is this really young-looking cherub of a guy. He hangs on Patrice's
satin-covered arm and dutifully follows her from group to group, stopping to chat and smile
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on cue. It's a good smile, a great one, really. Everyone's dressed festively in elegant gowns,
tuxedos and fine suits, and this guy is wearing a dirty pair of white high-top tennis shoes. His
suit looks fine, very classy, but the fucking high-tops are too much. The guys face comes
straight out of one of those teeny-bop cream-dream magazines, a full pouting mouth, brown
bambi-eyes, a button nose, visible but subtle cheekbones, and a mop of fashionably unruly red
hair. His auburn locks are full and shiny, freshly washed and primped for the occasion. I
notice him talking to Davis, and rush over to pump some information out of my old pal after
Patrice pulls the guy away.
"So?" I ask Davis expectantly.
"So, what?" Davis says and then downs a full scotch and water, the ice cubes chinking
as he upends the glass.
"So, who is he?" I move in closer to Davis as I speak, making our conversation a bit
more private, more conspiratorial.
"Who?"
"Don't be dense. Patrice's appendage. The guy hanging from Ms. Comwell's arm."
"Oh, him," Davis says in a non-plussed tone, a bit of a smirk crossing his sleepy,
unshaven face. "Cameron somebody. He's Blade's henchman."
"Blade?" I ask blankly.
"Your new character, Blaine's evil twin, remember?" Davis says as he snaps his fingers
in front of my nose. "Jesus, how many vodka sours have you drunk this evening?''
"Too many," I say dismissively as I recall the new plotline. Virginia told the network
I was sick of playing Blaine-the-good, and they've concocted an evil twin story-line to relieve
my boredom. "Anyway, so that boy is going to be Blade's, I mean, my partner."
"God, you're hopeless."
''What?"
''You promised Iris you'd be good, and you're going to 'boink' a co-star." Davis is clearly
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amused by my interest in the new guy. His mouth smirks at me while his eyes flash a
mischievous twinkle, telling me he's on to me; I have no secrets from him.
"Look, Davis, you know I've been living like a monk since my little talk with Iris."
"A slutty monk," Davis corrects me with an arch of his left eyebrow.
"Maybe, but only you know that. I've been very careful, not bringing my pleasures into
the work place."
Davis nods in agreement with this statement.
"So, why would I risk it for some little contract player?"
"Beats me, Neal. I tend to think you get scared when you're successful and you have
to fuck it up somehow." Davis takes a long drink from the fresh scotch and water the
solicitous waiter has just delivered. 'Well, go on and deny it. Tell me you don't look for
trouble, that you don't go out of your way to create it."
"Maybe," I say with a bemused grin. "But, that's not what I'm doing here. I was just
curious."
"Uh-huh," Davis says, and his expression once again says that he knows me too well
to believe me.
"If I'm going to work with him, I should meet him, right?"
"Probably."
"So?"
"Go over there," Davis says, pointing towards a row of french doors in Patrice's
penthouse apartment. "I'm sure Patrice will introduce you to him soon enough."
"Bye, Davis."
"You're hopeless!" Davis says, his eyes cast upward, but the smile is still on his lips,
assuring me that he's not angry, only slightly perplexed.
I saunter over to the french doors after picking up a fresh drink. Patrice's apartment
is immaculate and perfect, just like her. The furnishings are covered in richly colored suede
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and leather of burgundy and cobalt blue. Chandeliers, vases, and statuaries of sparkling
crystal accent the luxurious furnishings, dotting the imposing marble and mahogany room like
chunks of never-melting ice.
The ice reminds me of Patrice, too. Cold and nearly transparent, but just as you think
you can see through her, know what she's about, some hot steam fogs your view and provides
a white, frosty barricade for her to hide behind. I've worked for her for nearly a year, and
Patrice Cornwell hasn't given me the time of day. She smiles politely as we pass in the hall,
says "hello" and keeps right on walking. A few months ago, I asked her if she was satisfied
with my performance, if I needed to do anything differently. Her response was simple, "If my
audience is happy, then I'm happy." Her head retreating into another stack of marketing
reports told me our discussion was finished. Not introducing me to this guy first is typical of
her. If she had introduced me first, it would have said she values me and my work. Knowing
my value, I could use it against her in future negotiations. Patrice is too slick for that, slick
and icy; she'll never give me the upper-hand. Patrice is pure ice, beautiful, admirable and
cold.
"Neal, darling." Patrice's voice intrudes upon my analysis of her. I notice the reddish
glint in her brown hair as she steps into a shaft of light. Her face sags slightly around the
jawline, but her laugh lines have been snipped and clipped by some pricy plastic surgeon. "I'd
like to introduce you to a new cast-mate. Neal, this is Cameron Stillwell."
The guy puts his hand out and I shake it politely, without any sign of eagerness.
Patrice continues her introduction as the two of us stare at each other. "Cameron will play
'Mouse,' Blade's partner-in-crime."
I begin laughing nervously at this statement. Cameron looks more like the corn-fed
farm-boy type than a criminal. I notice Patrice and Cameron staring coldly at me, and begin
a clumsy apology. "Sorry, I'mjust--it'sjust that, you don't look like a criminal. You look like
Andy Hardy."

173

"We decided to cast against type. His audition tape was very good," Patrice says
curtly, defensively. Her diamond earrings glitter as she lifts her head with haughty defiance.
Cameron looks at me, returning my gaze unflinchingly. "I'm not like Andy Hardy," he
says defiantly. "Mickey Rooney played him. I'm much taller."
I laugh again, responding to his ballsy comeback. There's something about his eyes,
the way they look at me. We've just met, but there's something -- as if he's known me as long
as Davis, as if I have no secrets.

Later, as I go to pick up my coat, Patrice is waiting for me. ''What'd you think of your
new co-star, Neal?" she asks, a feline smirk crossing her face. She's the cat and I'm a juicy
mouse or a saucer of milk.
"Someone ought to take him shoe shopping," I say as I pull on my coat.
Patrice laughs and nods before downing the rest of her drink. "Very good, dear. But,
seriously, I do hope you two get along. I'd hate to have any problems." Her voice drips
sweetness as she says this.
"I can work with almost anyone, Patrice. You know that."
"Yes, I just hope there's no trouble with you two," she says, following me to the door
of her flat. "He's a bit out, you see, and -- well, I needn't tell you how I hate messy publicity."
"Jesus, Patrice, do you think I'm gonna fuck him on Times Square or something?"
Patrice frowns before responding. "Neal, I do hate vulgarity. I'm not judging. I just
want you to remember that no matter what happens, business always comes first."

Cameron and I have worked together for three weeks. The guys weird, definitely
weird. He's polite enough, always says hello, please, and thank you, shit like that. I can't
complain about his acting, either. He always knows his lines, listens to direction and gives
a full-energy performance with every take. But, there's still something very peculiar about this
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guy. I catch him staring at me between takes, just staring as if he's trying to figure out some
jig-saw puzzle and I'm the missing piece. Davis says he's just coming on to me, but I've seen
a lot of come-ons and that isn't all this is. I feel like he's studying me or something. The other
day I caught him outside of my dressing room door.
"Can I help you?" I asked, watching him lean against the painted brick wall opposite
my doorway.
"I'll get back to you," he said with this wise-assed smirk plastered across his face.
Then, he simply turned and began walking away, stopping for a brief moment to say, "See ya
tomorrow," before disappearing around the corner.
Weird. Very, very weird.
Playing Blade is kind of a hoot. For Blaine, my hair is fluffed and blow-dried until it's
soft and feathery. With Blade, they pour a lot of grease on my scalp and slick down the sides
and back, leaving the top up in an eighties-style pompadour. It looks like Fonzie goes to Hell.
Magda put this huge scar on my right cheek and a big golden pirate's earring into my left
earlobe. My favorite part of acting is the make-up, the costume, the transformation I undergo
for a part. Blaine always looks like a more meticulously groomed version of me, but Blade
looks like my fantasy Halloween costume. He's some bad-assed goblin from the wrong side of
the tracks, and I can be as mean and as nasty as I want to be while playing him. It's fucking
great.

Our director, Clare Bloomquist, sits outside of the pool of stage light, the thick, black
tendrils of lighting, photographic and sound cables coiling around her canvas chair. She
whispers something into Cameron's ear while I sit on the worn mattress of the cheap motel
set's bed. After a moment, Cameron comes into the light and sits on the foot of the bed. We're
filming a scene between Blade and Mouse, and it's not going well. I think Clare has one of her
'surprises' up her sleeve, and this unnerves me, especially since Cameron seems to be in on
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it.
"What's up?" I ask, leaning closer to Cameron.
"Nothing," he says and winks at me before adding, "It's a surprise."
"I hate surprises!" I groan, feeling a bit uneasy with Cameron and Clare's conspiracy.
"We know," Cameron says. "Don't worry, this one's a good surprise."
"Okay, people," Clare calls from the darkness. "Let's try a take. Places, Neal and
Cameron."
We assume our positions at opposite ends of the bed, retrieving our discarded hands
of cards. A portly man with a clapboard in his hands places himself between the camera and
us, calls out the scene and take number, and retreats into the darkness.
Clare's voice calls out from the darkness, "Okay, people, quiet on the set, and action."
Our scene begins. Mouse and Blade are discussing their plotted abduction of Blaine.
"So, what do we do after we grab the guy?" Mouse asks me as he nervously picks at
his cards.
"We lock him away, then I take his place -- and his money," I reply, tossing a card into
the discard pile.
"Sounds risky."
''Yeah, well, Mouse," I say, stretching my arms in an overly confident yawn. ''You gotta
take some risk to get the brass ring."
"I don't know," Mouse says as he tosses his hand down and grabs a glass oflukewarm
herb tea, masquerading as whiskey. This movement is different from the previous take. I
realize this must be part of Cameron and Clare'.s little surprise.
"Look, Mouse, if you're not up for this --" I say, watching Cameron fidget and sweat
in character as the nervous Mouse.

"It ain't that. It's just -- look, I don't like the whole idea of this kidnappin' thing.
What if something goes wrong? What are we gonna do with this Weatherby guy after we get
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the money? What if--"
I grab Mouse's free wrist hard and shake it. "Look, Mouse, you're not in grammar
school any more. You gotta learn to commit to the job."
"You go to hell," Mouse says and splashes the full glass of tea/whiskey in my face. Ah,
the surprise. In the last take, Mouse merely shook free of my grip and began retreating from
the bed. We're going for real surprise today, genuine improvisation. Damn Clare and
Cameron!
I roughly grab Mouse's throat and push him down, face up, on the bed. I'm surprised
by my own anger siphoning into the scene. "Listen, you little punk," I say, spitting out the
lines. "You know too much to back out now, so don't even think about it!" My right hand is
pressing hard against Cameron's throat, and he winces from the pressure.
"Okay, okay," he replies in a hysterical whimper.
"Now, stop whinin' and start cooperatin'."
"Okay, Blade, whatever you say."
Clare's voice booms from the darkness. "Cut and print. Thank you, gentlemen. Very
nice work."
The sound stage erupts with a brief moment of enthusiastic applause and snickers.
I back away from Cameron and cuff him good-naturedly on the crown of his head. "Bastard,"
I say as I chuckle and wipe my dripping face with a crumpled pillow.
Cameron sits up and begins laughing. "You should have seen your expression when
that tea hit your face."
''Yeah, very funny," I say, realizing that the surprise gave us a solid take on an
otherwise mundane "thug" scene. "What the hell would you have done ifl would have broken
character?"
"Cleaned you up and re-shot," Cameron says matter-of-factly. "But, I knew you
wouldn't."

177

''Why?"

"You're too into the moment of the performance to be thrown by that shit. You're too
good to lose it over something like that."
"Thanks," I say, studying him for traces of insincerity. Finding none, I add, "Did I hurt
you?"
"Naw, you were a little rough, but I'm okay."
I notice three thin scarlet marks traveling diagonally across Cameron's throat. "Jesus,
I clawed your neck. I'm so sorry." My voice's pitch goes higher from embarrassment. As I
reach up to pull back his collar and examine the scratches, Clare is standing over us, near the
bed.
"That was just what the scene needed. Sorry for the surprise, Neal," Clare says as she
leans down to join me in Cameron's examination.
"That's okay, Clare. It seems Cameron received the worst end of the deal."
"Geez, it's just a scratch," Cameron says as he waves my hand away and pulls his
collar closed.
"The trials of the artiste," Clare chuckles. 'Well, we're done for today. So, I'll see you
both tomorrow, okay?"
"Okay, Clare," Cameron says as he rises to exit. Before leaving the now diminishing
pool oflight, Cameron hesitates, turns to face me and says, "So -- you wanna grab some dinner
or somethin'?"
And before I can stop myself, before my mind can flip through all of the sound reasons
why I should politely refuse, I look up at his youthful, anticipatory face and simply say, "Sure."

Over dinner, I learn about Cameron. He prefers to be called Cam, and inwardly
cringes when I use his given name. He's twenty-five years old, a Sagittarius, and was raised
as an army brat, traveling from Florida to Kentucky to California and Missouri before the age
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of thirteen when his parents settled in a small town in Indiana. Cam hated the relocating,
the army communities, and the small towns, but is grateful for his training as a military
nomad. "It helps," he says simply. "Being an actor, you're all over the fucking globe, so it
helps to be used to uprooting yourself at a moment's notice."
"I suppose. What about your family?"
"We -- I don't talk to them much any more." I notice Cam's expression change ever so
slightly, a far-off look passes through his eyes and is there and gone again in an instant.
"Anyway, they didn't handle things -- my choices, well, when I grew older. So --we don't talk
any more."
"Sorry," I say, feeling a bit awkward about Cam's unsteadiness with discussing his
family. "I didn't mean to pry."
"Pry? Don't be stupid, it's fine," Cam says as he shovels another mouthful of spaghetti
into his sauce-covered lips. "Now, I'll pry. What about you, your family?"
"My father's dead," I say quickly, and wonder if it's the first time I've spoken those
words to anyone but Davis or some nosy reporter.
"And the rest?"
"The rest?"
"The rest of your family, your mother, any brothers or sisters?"
''We really don't talk any more," I say as Wilky goes nuts. "What are you doing? Stop

telling him all of this personal shit!" he screeches. I ignore Wilky and continue. "Oh, my
mother and I still speak on the phone on holidays and such, but -- there's no connection, no

real intimacy. And Adam and I are -- not close."
"Adam, who's that, your brother?"
''Yeah, but I have more in common with the guy at the next table than I do with him,"
I say before sipping a bit of espresso.
"I always wished I had a brother or sister, someone else to rely on --"
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I wave my hand as I swallow my drink and interrupt. ''You didn't miss much. Oh, I
guess some siblings are very close, but-- well, if you're not close, it's worse than being alone."
"Why?" Cam asks, and I notice his brow wrinkle slightly, his brown eyes becoming sad
with concern.
"You keep wishing things would be different. You keep hoping things will change, and
they never do."
"God, that's depressing. I know my family's fucked up, but I thought somebody's family
had their shit together."
"Davis' family is a fucking Hallmark moment," I say with a sardonic grin crossing my
face.
'That's surprising," Carn says as he pushes aside his empty, sauce-smeared plate.
"Contrary to what I've heard, you look like a milk-drinker, a very all-American white-bread
type of boy."
''What you've heard?"
"Yeah, when I was in the theatre, I'd go down to this bar on the east side and--"
"And what?" My voice is tense and abrupt.
"I just heard stuff, ya know. Heard you were pretty wild and all."
"Jesus," I say, realizing that while my previous sex partners were anonymous to me,
I was far from anonymous to them. "What did they say about me?"
"Christ, calm down," Cam says, trying to sooth me. "I didn't mean to upset you. It's
not like the entire east side's been discussing what a stud you are. Just a couple of girls and
-- this one guy, a waiter I know."
"Is that why you kept staring at me when you first started working on Sole Survivors?"
Carn hesitates a moment before answering. His stare evaluates me, gauging how much
honesty I can take. "Partly," he says. "But, it's not that simple. It's not like I've been waiting
for an opportunity to jump your bones or something. It's just --"
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"Just what?" I snap impatiently. Wilky keeps urging me to leave, get the hell away
from this situation. But, I want to stay and give Cam a chance to explain himself.
"Look, I heard you were a bit crazy, and then I saw you and ... There's this innocentlooking guy, a guy who looks like he's been hurt so often, he's scared of his own fucking
shadow and -- in my mind, it doesn't fit, that's all."
"Cam, after my father died, I was sort of a slut. More precisely, I was a stupid slut,
taking a lot of risks and such. But, fve cooled my act, okay? There's too much shit out there
to mess with."
"What, like AIDS?" he asks.
"No, I don't even think about that. There's too much to worry about just trusting
someone to worry about some stupid virus."
"But that virus kills people."
"People die all the time," I say, trying to clarify myself.

"Look, I'm scared of

everything, my family saw to it. Who I'm with, who I am. Everything. When I was a kid, I
was sure my father would kill us all in our sleep, but I survived that -- I survived him. So,
I guess I feel like I've done my time, you know."
After a: thoughtful moment, Cam slowly begins piecing together my ramblings. "So,
what you're saying is, since you've been through so much already, you're kind of immune from
anything else?"
"Not immune, really. It's just that ... ," I draw in a calming puff from my first
cigarette of the evening. "I had no control over what happened to me in the past, my family
and other stuff, so I don't think I can keep bad things from happening. That's all. Shit
happens, as they say. So, if something bad happens, there's nothing I can do about it."
"What about good things?" Cam says as he leans forward and takes one of my
cigarettes from its case and lights it.
"What do you mean?" I ask, sort of confused by his question.
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"You focus on the bad stuff, but what about the good? You haven't mentioned it."
"I guess I don't expect good things," I say quietly, thoughtfully grappling with his
point.
"No, you don't," he says, exhaling a cloud of smoke. "That's why you do this hit-andrun sex thing. You expect disaster, so you run from any real connections before the shit
happens."
"Yeah, I guess I do," I say, nodding as I realize the truth in his statement.
"But, Neal, you fuck the good stuff by running away. It's not just the bad stuff you
avoid by running. It's everything, the good, the bad, everything."
"Jesus, Dr. Stillwell," I say, teasing him after a brief pause. "I feel so much better, as
if a weight has been lifted. Can I discuss this with you in our future sessions?"
I expect him to laugh this off and say good-night, but Cam just sits there, staring at
me with a sincere, slightly concerned expression before saying, 'We can have as many sessions
as you'd like, but -- you have to stop running. I can't handle people running away from me,
and I won't accept it from you." His voice is low and seductive, and his tone, honest and
sincere.
Later that night, we go to his place, and it happens, the sex thing. It happens in a hot,
sudden blast that gradually evolves into something slow and intimate. There's a caring
concern coming from Cam, and I respond by relaxing into the moment, by trusting him.
Afterwards, we lie together, and Wilky warns me to get the fuck out, to run and hide, but I'm
tired of running. I simply roll over and go to sleep in Cam's welcoming arms, the taste of him
still on my tongue.

New York

June 10, 1986
"What is this?" Patrice says as she throws the pulp magazine against her desk top.
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She's called Davis, Cam and I into her office for an "emergency conference." We're bad little
boys because we've done a revealing pictorial for a small village rag, Intercourse magazine, and
now Mother Patrice wants to punish us. The veins in her neck are bulging and her complexion
glows with an angry redness. I'm fascinated by the sight of her because I've never seen her
out of control. "Neal," she continues. ''What the hell is this?"
"Looks like a magazine to me, Patrice," I say as Cam and Davis stifle their snickers.
"Don't you dare try to laugh this off. I should fire the lot of you. Look at these

photos." She flips open the magazine and slowly displays each offending photograph to us.
In the eight-page spread entitled "Suds Studs," each of us appears both individually and
collectively wearing only strategically placed mounds of suds and bashful, come-hither looks.
In one photo, Davis smokes a gigantic cigar while sitting, legs spread, in a bath tub full of
bubbles. In another, I'm lathering my left thigh with most of my body out of camera frame
while a towel-clad Cam snaps pictures with a Polaroid. Cam's solo shot is the most brazen;
he lies face down on a shower room floor with random suds clinging to his ass and thighs, a
look of pain or orgasm scrunching his boyish face.
"Look, Patrice, what's the problem? You approved the article, and it is a largely gay
publication. What the fuck did you expect them to print? Photos of us looking dreamily at
that hag, Kiki?" Cam's voice is brazen and out of control. You don't say "fuck" in Patrice's
presence without being out of control.
"You know very well I would never have approved this -- this thing, if I'd have known
the contents," Patrice shrieks before plopping into her white leather chair. ''What will happen
if this causes people to start asking questions about you boys, not just your characters, but
your lives? What will we do then?"
'We'll handle it," Davis says simply as I bite my lip.

I hate these goddamn

confrontations with Patrice. I know she's an idiot, but when she's railing about bad publicity,
I feel five years old again.
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"How will you handle this?" Patrice says, slapping the open magazine onto her shiny
desk. The pictorial ends with a shot of the three of us laughing in the shower room, having
a water fight with buckets and squirt guns. In this shot, we're wearing various designer briefs
which are wet and plastered against our playful bodies.
"It's innocent," I say simply, surprised at her outrage over this boyish scene.
"Look," Patrice begins as Cam and Davis slouch in their seats, bad boys with badassed attitudes. "I can't do anything about this now. Ifl fire any of you, the publicity will just
make things worse --"
"Oh, you can count on that, sweetheart," Cam says with a mean edge to his voice. He's
had his fill of her and won't take much more.
"Nevertheless," Patrice continues, regaining her controlled, professional tone, "I will
not tolerate any activist nonsense in the future. That's my final warning. Now, I believe
you're all needed in wardrobe."
We rise, and Patrice's cool, steel stare follows us into the hallway. I turn to Cam and
whisper, "We'd better be careful."
''Why?" Cam says with a laugh. "Just because that old broad is nuts, doesn't mean
we've done anything wrong. We're okay. Stop worrying."
But, I do worry. I worry about what everyone thinks. Even with the hit-and-run stuff,
I always tried to cover my tracks for fear of someone finding out, and now that I'm with Cam
-- I'm still afraid of exposure because I know bad things can happen if you push it too far and
piss people off.

Holiday, Illinois
September 28, 1993
"How was your mother?" Joy asks as we cut vegetables for the salad.
"Uh -- fine, I guess -- as fine as she can be."

184

"What do you mean?"
"Well, her coloring was good, but -- she has Alzheimer's, for Christ's sake, so she's
kinda lost, you know."
"I'm sorry," Joy says as she drops some cucumber slices into the bowl. ''Was it tough
seeing her like that?"
"Yes and no. She's -- she seems happy and she wasn't angry at me. She was just
confused."
"How do you remember her?" Joy asks, setting down her knife.
''What do you mean?" I ask, a bit thrown by her question.
"I never knew how you saw your mother when you were here. It's strange, but I don't
know how you saw most people. I know you hated the jocks and you were always angry at
your father. But I don't know how you saw your mother, your friends, your teachers. I don't
even know how you saw me."
"It's hard to say because, when we were younger, there were people I really loved and
people I hated. I lived by extremes," I say with a little chuckle as I drop some carrots into the
bowl. "But then stuff happened and I just couldn't trust anyone. You were in that group who
meant well, but were still too enmeshed in Holiday to be trusted. My mother -- my mother
was complicated."
''Yeah. That's what I've always thought," Joy says as she reaches for a cigarette.
''What do you mean?"
"To me, your mom was always two people. The first one was really sweet, very giving
and friendly. The other part of your mom was -- kinda judgmental and cold. I remember her
clinging to you and using you as a remedy for her screwed-up life."
I laugh at her tone. ''You think her life was screwed up?"
"She lived with your father, didn't she? How could it help but be screwed up?" Joy
says before taking a drag from her cigarette. "I'm sorry, I never liked your father. He was a

185

two-faced son-of-a- bitch."
I paused for a moment before volunteering, "He warned me about you."
"He what?"
"After I took you to prom, he told me you were -- he said you spent a lot of time in the
bar he hung out in, and I should watch it."
"He told you I was a whore," she says matter-of-factly, a rueful grin crossing her face.
"Basically. He said you threw yourself at men."
"Yeah, and he always eyed my ass when I walked by."
"My father?" I say in disbelief.

"Yeah, he was always so prim and proper with you, but he noticed things. He looked
for things. Like tight blouses and tighter jeans. He was just like any other man in this town
during those years. He said one thing and did something else."
"Did he ever try anything with you?" I ask.
"No, not really. But there were a lot of looks," she says, rolling her eyes. "Anyway,
let's backtrack a bit. You said some stuff happened that made you stop trusting me. What
happened?"
"I said I didn't trust anyone. It wasn't -- isn't anything personal," I say. "Look, I
really don't know what happened. That's why I'm here -- to find out what went wrong."
"Any clues?"
"Yeah.

A lot.

Outside, the other night, I was checking out the camper and I

remembered some shit about 01' Man Fletcher."
"What?" she asks, leaning forward as she speaks.
I look down at the cut-up vegetables before taking a deep breath and continuing. "I
think he messed with me during a fishing trip in that camper."

"When?"
"I was eleven. He messed with me and I filed it away and forgot it until the other
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night."
"You forgot it?"
''Yeah, what else could I do? Tell my parents? They'd have loved that, me accusing
Dad's best friend of being a pervert."
"He had kind of a history doing that. I've talked to other guys he's messed with."
"Really?"
''Yeah, a lot of guys. That was 01' Man Fletcher's thing. He'd get some little boy alone
and do his number."
"Shit," I whisper as I process this information. "I was trying to remember him after
you left last night and it's all kind of blurry. I really freaked out the other day when I saw
Petey, Jr. I guess it has something to do with this shit about his dad."
''Why?" Joy asks, wrinkling her nose.
'Well, he was talking to me and I guess his voice reminded me of his father's."
"That doesn't sound right to me," Joy says as I begin tossing the salad.
''Why?" I ask.
"Because they don't sound anything like each other. Petey's voice is high and whiny.
But 01' Man Fletcher's voice sounded like he gargled with gravel."
"Jesus, you're right. I remember when I was a kid I kept wondering what was wrong
with his voice."
Before Joy can reply, the front door swings open and Rusty walks in. He's wearing a
green tie-dyed t-shirt and faded jean shorts.
"Hi, Rusty," I call as he walks into the kitchen. In the house, he looks much taller
than I remember from the park. "Glad you could join us."
"No problem. I just got off work," he says, his eyes boring into me, trying to size me
up.
''Where do you work?" I ask.
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"The cineplex over in Crete," he says as he leans down and kisses his mother on the
cheek. "Hi, Mom."
"Hi, baby," Joy says as I push the salad bowl away. 'We were just talking about your
favorite person."
"Who?" Rusty asks, his eyes narrowing slightly.
"Petey, Jr.," she replies.
"What an asshole," he groans, wrinkling his nose.
''You don't like him?" I say.
"Nah," Rusty says.
Joy explains her son's dislike, saying, "He and Petey, Jr. had a run-in about a broken
window. Rusty had to pay for it." Joy walks over to her son and musses his hair.
"Hey, Mom, cut it out," Rusty moans as he tries to break free of her. "It was an
accident. I didn't even know I'd broken his stupid window."
"Joy, I was wondering," I say, changing the subject, "if you could watch the things on
the stove while Rusty and I try to upend the camper."
"I can help with heaVY labor, Neal. I'm not an invalid just because I'm female," Joy

says as she assumes a defiant pose.
"I know, I know, Ms. Steele. You are woman, etc., but I don't think we need three
hands, and you look a bit more comfortable in the kitchen than Rusty does." As I say this, I
notice Rusty giving me the once-over, trying to figure out what I have planned for him.
"Okay," Joy says grudgingly. "You boys go play and I'll watch the grub."
Rusty and I walk outside, and the moment we clear the front stoop, Rusty starts
talking. "Look, I'm really sorry about what happened the other night. We were just -- I was
just messing around out here. I didn't mean to get you hurt. Hell, I didn't even know you
lived here."
"I'm just here for a week or two," I say as we reach the camper which lays on its side

188

in the tall grass. "I'm glad it didn't topple over while you and your friend were in there."
Rusty blushes as he hears this.
"Is this your little motel for humping?" I ask as I stare him down. I move the concrete
blocks back in place, allowing him time to respond. "Let's just set this camper onto the
ground. I wouldn't want it flipping over on anybody else. Would you?"
Rusty looks a bit angry at first, then he just shrugs his shoulders and says, "Busted.
What can I say? We don't have a car, and this has worked pretty good up 'til now."
"Look, Rusty, I don't want to hassle you, but," I hesitate before going on. "Somebody
broke into this house before I came back."
''Yeah," he says as he tries to lift his end of the camper. "I heard about that."
"Did you have anything to do with it?" I say, pushing on my end.
"Look, you want the truth or some bullshit hand jive?" Rusty grunts as the camper
begins rising.
"The truth."
"There was a group of us, ya know. We needed a place to party, and this seemed as
good as any. The electricity works and it's kinda secluded," he says. "Look, some of the guys
got a little nuts. But we didn't break nothing and we didn't steal We just made a mess,
that's all." The camper rolls onto its plywood floor as he finishes his defense.
"Did anybody go up in the attic?" I ask.
"No, dude. Just the kitchen. Why?"
"There's some shit missing from some boxes."
"Look, all I know is somebody took this cookie jar thing. I can get it back if you want,"
Rusty says nervously.
"I just don't want your mom to have anything to worry about," I say as I lean against
the camper.
"So, you're not gonna tell her about this?" Rusty asks hopefully.
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"Not if you promise to be more careful from now on."
"I promise, dude. I promise."
"Okay. Let's go get something to eat," I say, and I feel about one hundred and ten
years old. Neal Wilkinson, morality enforcer. Who'd have ever expected it from Holiday's
"Rebel Without a Prayer?"

After dinner we watch some of my movies. Rusty loves Goat's Head Soup, especially
the gory parts, and keeps asking, "Is that you, dude? Is that you?" Joy just sits there and
intermittently laughs or closes her eyes whenever blood appears. The next film we watch is
a vampire western called The Other Side of Noon. It's my only monster role. I play a bloodsucking cowboy choosing between the stud ranch foreman and the ranch owner's virginal
daughter. It was pretty radical for an American film. In the end, my choice is not to choose,
and the three of us ride off together, our silhouettes glowing against a full moon as the credits
roll.
Rusty stares at me for a while after the film's over before asking, "You made that
movie, dude, and you're from this place?"
''Yeah," I say, waiting for him to finish his thought.
"That's a helluva long way from Holiday, dude," he says as he finishes his soda and
gets up to leave. "I better go. You stickin' around here?"
''Yeah," Joy responds. ''Your bike gonna get you home okay?"
"Sure," Rusty says. "Hey, Neal, thanks for the food and the movies. They sure beat
that soap opera shit."
"Hey," Joy says, smacking her hand against his butt. "Watch your language."
"Sorry," he says with a smirk on his face. "Look, Neal, if you wanna pick up that stuff
we were talkin' about earlier, I'll be at the high school locker room about four-thirty tomorrow
after track practice."
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"Track? I thought this was football season."
"It is," Rusty says. "But Coach has us running in the fall so we're in shape for spring."
"Makes sense. So, Joy didn't raise a football player."
"No way," Rusty says, a bit annoyed with the insinuation. "Those guys are just a
bunch of no-necked ass-kissers."
I laugh as Joy admonishes her son again. "That's enough, junior. I'll see you at home
later, okay?"
"Okay." Rusty walks out through the sun porch and is gone.
"He's a good kid," I say as I begin rewinding the tape.
''Yeah, when he's not committing petty misdemeanors and felonies."
"It's not that bad, is it?" I ask.
"I don't know. It's tough at that age, not having a father," she says as I walk into the
kitchen with the dirty glasses.
"Is his father gone?" I call back to her.
"You could say that. The reason I named him Rusty is because my red hair mixed
with his father's blond hair, creating 'Rusty.'"
"Did I know the father?"
"Oh, yeah," Joy says as she checks out a table filled with my mother's knick-knacks.
She picks up several statuaries before saying, "Marcus was his father."
"Marcus Rollins?" I ask as I almost drop a glass to the floor.
Joy chuckles before responding, "Yeah, he was slumming after high school. He wasn't
Mr. All-American any more, so -- we got together."
"What happened?"
"The day before I found out I was officially knocked-up, Marcus blew his brains out
with a .38 on the fifty yard line."
"Jesus!" I say, and I feel the tightening fist grab my insides again. "I remember Mom
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calling me about that."
"Yeah, I know he was an asshole to you, but -- well, as tough as Holiday is on
outsiders, they're twice as tough on fallen heros. He just couldn't take it, I guess."
I walk to the doorway and watch Joy cradling a ceramic puppy in her hands. She
looks so sad, I say, "I'm sorry."
Joy nods in response before calling me into the living room. "I remember you being
a rebel about all of that macho male shit Marcus was into."
"Really?" I say.
"Yeah, I remember that one day during our sophomore year, you wore those sequined
patches. God, I thought the jocks were gonna kill you that day."
"It's funny, I wouldn't be caught dead in those patches now. But back then, they were
my declaration of independence. My own personalized 'Fuck you, Holiday' stitched to my ass."
Joy laughs. "I remember being kind of proud of you that day -- that is, until Marcus
and his goons ripped them off of you."
"Yeah, well, rebellion has its price," I say as I sit next to Joy on the sofa. "I could
never just roll over and play dead. With those guys, with my father, even with Old Lady
MacMillian in the fifth grade."
"Jesus, I forgot all about that left-handed shit," Joy says with a loud giggling squeal.
"I know, I keep remembering these obscure random traumas. It's frustrating. I've
been trying to go through everything I remember and it still doesn't fit together right."
"It will," she says as she strokes my temple. "It will."
I relax with the stroking for a minute, enjoying its softness and its gentleness. "It's
been a long time since I've been touched like this," I whisper just before Joy plants a sweet
kiss on my moving lips. I want to relax into it and dive back into the mind-numbing comfort
of sex, but I know it's too easy to run, and I'm sick of running. "I can't," I whisper as Joy
comes up for air.
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"What?" she asks as she begins unbuttoning her blouse.
"I can't do this," I say, placing my hand over hers, stopping her strip-tease. "It'd be
lovely, but -- I'm tired of hit-and-run humping. Besides you were too good of a friend for me
to use you that way."
"I might be using you, too. Did you ever think of that?" Joy asks as she collapses into
the sofa cushions.
"Look, I've been with a lot of people."
"So we started something back on prom night."
"What are you talking about?"
"I knew it. You were too stoned to remember," Joy says as she sits up and grabs a
throw pillow for comfort. "The night we went to prom, we double-dated with Stash and
Carmen."
"Yeah?" I say blankly.
"After prom, we drove way out into the country and went parkin'," Joy says, lighting
a cigarette. "Well, Stash and Carmen were busy in the front seat, so -- we got busy in the
back. Anyway, you were sweet and hot and clumsy, and just as we -- when it ended, all of
these birds started dive-bombing the car. Stash had brought us out to their nesting grounds
and they were beating the hell out of the car. It was really creepy. I think you were freaked,
because you just kept really quiet, and we went home pretty soon after that."
"I remember that," I reply, a clear picture of that night forming in my mind. "I heard
those birds and got scared because --"
"Because why?"
"Because I knew if I fell in love with you, I'd end up never leaving this burg. And more
than anything, I had to leave here. If I didn't get out of Holiday, I would've died."
"I know, babe. I know," Joy says in a soothing tone as she pats my arm. "So, I guess
after all of those other women --"
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"And men," I say softly.

"Men! My God, you really did go to the big city, didn't you?" she says, laughing.
"Yes, I did. You pissed because we didn't-"
"No, just disappointed," she says, rising and collecting her things. "So, after all of this,
we're just gonna be friends. Is that it?"
"Pretty much," I say, looking a little sheepish.
"I guess that's better anyway, isn't it?" Joy says as she pecks my cheek and turns to
leave.

Holiday, Illinois
September 29, 1993

The car's dashboard clock reads 4:15 as I tum into the Holiday High School parking
lot. All morning, I've been wondering where the rest of my high school diaries are. That's why
I'm meeting Rusty at the High School today. I want to make sure that he or his buddies didn't
steal them. The kid seems honest, but if he's scared he might lie to protect himself or someone
else. I hate that fucking locker room. It gives me the creeps. But, that's where Rusty said
to meet, and I need his help, so I'm here.

The bitch of not knowing where those journals are, is I feel like I'm on the brink of
seeing the important bits I've thrown away from my past. Everything in this town seems
familiar and vaguely threatening. lfl had more time, I could probably decipher all of my life's
missing pieces from sensation alone, but I need the journals for verification and speed.
The high school doesn't look much different from the last time I was here. A new area
of classrooms has grown from one end of the boxy brick building. The gym entrance is to the
rear of the building and, as I walk past the black iron fire escape towards the bright red
entrance door, I've a vague impulse to run away, an impulse to hop in my car and floor it, but
I resist. The pungent scent of the locker room drifting from the open door reinforces this urge.
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The mixed scents of mildew, disinfectants and perspiration-dampened clothing and towels are
the same scents I recall from high school. I walk through a narrow wooden corridor that
connects the gym to the locker room. The locker room's entrance is to the left. A series of
three or four steps lead down to the locker room containing four rows of two-tiered lockers with
benches, some wash basins and toilets, a pair of coaches offices and a large communal shower.
Entering the main locker room area, I can hear the faint notes of The Doors' "Break on
Through" coming from an unseen radio or cassette player. As I pass the shower opening, I
hear the constant dribbling of running water. The shower nozzles never shut off effectively
when I attended here; some things don't change.
"Rusty?" I call out in the empty locker room. I peek down every aisle and find the
room empty. I am alone. The mixture of smells makes me slightly nauseous, and I go to the
nearest basin to splash some water on my face.
The shower opening is near the basin, and as the water splashes against my face,
Wilky whispers, "Look inside." His voice is low and insistent as I step toward the opening.

"I remember something," he says. "Something happened in there." My heart pounds as I feel
myself ascending the roller coaster's final killer hill. The fist grabs the flesh within my rib
cage and begins twisting and wringing as I enter the shower room. The lights are off and I
can barely see the shower through the shadows. My left hand brushes against the wall and
I feel the slimy stickiness of moisture and mildew. The wall feels like the sticky roasted
marshmallows from my naked dream, and I begin backing away from it. The floor, walls and
even the ceiling are covered with this slick film, and the smooth soles of my shoes begin to
slide on the slickened concrete. "Run! Get the fuck out of here!" Wilky screams as I try
speeding out of the shower room. My feet begin sliding faster as I reach the door, and I
stumble face down against the wet floor. My heart pounds so fast I can barely breathe as I
lie on the moist floor. "Get up!" Wilky orders. "Get up and get us home! I think -- I think I

remember where we hid the rest ofthejoumals!" I crawl toward the shower's opening and yelp
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a triumphant cry as I reach the open space of the locker room. Taking a few deep breaths, I
pull myself up and run out of the high school and to my car.

"It's in the attic," Wilky says as we reach the house.

"I remember hiding them

somewhere in the attic." I run into the house, open the door to the attic and begin searching.
I open two of the remaining boxes, dishes and old linens their only contents. Next, I reach for
another box near the old chimney and -- The chimney," Wilky whispers as I stare at the
damaged mortar surrounding a one-foot square patch of brick. I remember my father capping
the chimney when I was a kid. He chipped away at the mortar and placed a metal sheet over
the opening. He then secured the sheet with cement and mortar. The bricks were left loose
in case there were any problems with leaks. A larger slab of stone was used to cap off the
outside opening of the chimney, making it air and water-tight. I begin pulling on the bricks
within the discolored mortar, and two come loose in my hands. I tug and pull at two more
bricks until they are pulled out of the growing hole. I shine the beam of my flashlight into the
black hole and see a patch of yellow and green resting on my father's chimney cap. "The
journals," I whisper excitedly as I reach in and pull out two dusty and cobweb-covered
notebooks. The yellow one is labeled with the words "More of '74" and the other labeled "After
the Shower - 1975-76." I pull the string on the bare light bulb hanging from the attic's
ceiling, and a burst of light envelops me. Silently, I sit down on the bare wood floor of the
attic and begin reading.

The Yellow Journal: More of'74
I don't want to write this down. If I write it down, it makes it all real, and I don't
want it to be real. That's why I've been spending my free time getting stoned with Stash.
Stoned, nothing seems real, but nothing really goes away, either. It lurks just under the
surface like some troll in a kid's book, waiting to catch us nanny goats and devour us.
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Sometimes if I write it down it helps. It kind of bleeds the pressure off of it, making it
bearable. So here goes -It starts with the patches, those beautiful sequined patches I made Mom sew on my

jeans and a denim shirt. She tried to warn me, told me that wearing these things on my
clothes wasn't a good idea. Actually, what she said was, "I don't think it's a good idea,
parading around with these on. But, you're not going to listen to me, are you? Are you? Well,
then, suit yourself." After she said this, she handed me the clothes and walked off. These
patches are my plan to finally "flip off' all of those dicks at high school, everyone at Holiday,
really. They shine so in the light, you can't ignore them and they're not like anything anyone
else wears around here. They're exotic and forbidden and too good to pass up.
Anyway, I wear my patches to school and it all starts to happen. During first period,
I notice a few people staring, teachers and students. I try not to laugh out loud, because for
once they don't know what to say. They all disapprove, but can't figure out a way to say it.
By second period, they begin finding their voice, single words like "what" and "shit" coming
from their mouths. The first one to say anything directly about the patches is Marcus. "What
the fuck are those?" he says, laughing and swiping at my ass with his hand. By lunch, they're
all laughing or cussing at the sight of these patches. I am a male peacock adorned with
sparkling jewels, and they're all too goddamn stupid to know that, in my species, the male's
the one with glitz. After lunch, Stash and I walk out to the smoking area of the school. Stash
just keeps looking at the patches saying, "I can't believe you had the balls to wear those
things, but the colors are pretty cool." We stand there for a minute, lighting up and smoking
near the fire escape, until I notice Marcus and the others coming through the gym door. It's
weird, because this isn't the jocks' hang-out. They hang around the main hall and flirt with
all the girls that pass. Marcus walks up to me and says, ''Those things are really pretty, Miss
Wilky. Really fuckin' pretty. Can I touch 'em?" In response, I blow smoke in his face, a long
full cloud floating into his blue eyes and smirking face. "Oh-ho-ho," he says in a low whisper.
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''You've fuckin' pushed it too far."
The minute he says this, they push Stash against the wall, and Marcus begins yanking
at the patches. I try fighting him off, but other hands join his work and begin tearing the
fabric that holds the patches. I don't see the faces, only feel the hands groping and tearing
and hear the fabric being torn free of my shirt and jeans. The hands push me down, forcing
me against the black iron steps of the fire escape as they rip and tear their way to my flesh.
After the last patch pulls free, I hear a loud voice.
"Enough! That's enough, Rollins, back off!" Coach Malcom shouts, standing behind the
group, pulling their bodies away from me. "Break it up!" he shouts in a grave tone. ''The
show's over. Break it up and get your asses to class!"
After he says this, I hear the noon bell ringing and wonder if it's been ringing for some
time. Stash is near my feet saying, "Man, man, man. Sorry, man. I couldn't do shit for you.
I'm so sorry." The only other voice I hear is my own. I expect to hear sobs, but am surprised
to hear something angry and defiant ripping from my throat. "I won't give -- I won't give -

I won't give --" I keep growling as I stare at Marcus' retreating form. "Do you hear me,
Marcus? I won't give!" A child's retort when a bully picks on him. I won't give.
Marcus just sashays to the open gym door, turns and laughs, and then purses his lips
and blows a noisy kiss.
"Goddammit, Rollins, get your ass inside! You and the others have passes to weighttrain, and that's exactly what you're gonna do, or I'll send you back to Study Hall!" Malcom
barks as he pulls me to my feet. "You better go to the locker room and get cleaned up," he
says, his voice still husky from his previous angry words.
"Fine," I hiss as I break free of him and head to the locker room. It's Coach Malcom's
free period and the gym and locker room are empty. I look myself over in the mirror, checking
out the damage. My clothes are in shreds. The right hip seam of my jeans is tom from the
belt loops to the top of my thigh, a white flash of underwear revealing itself with each
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movement. The shirt's a disaster, pockets tom, sleeves ripped. A single patch dangles from
my sleeve's frayed end, a shooting silver star with red, white, and blue streamers glittering
in the sunlight coming from Malcom's open office door. I walk over to the office and find it
empty. I am alone in the darkened locker room, the lights flipped off before lunch to save
electricity. I walk over to my locker, planning to retrieve my gym shirt and shorts. As I pass
the mirror, I notice blood flowing from my nose and a cut on my head. I slowly shed my tom
clothes and grab a wash cloth and soap from my locker. I don't even think about my last class,
I just busy myself with thoughts of cleaning up.
The warm water feels good on my naked skin as I start to relax. "The worst part's
over," I think. "Now it's time for the clean-up." The lights are still off in the shower and I
imagine myself washing in a waterfall in some ancient cave. That's when I hear it - Marcus'
fucked-up snicker coming from the darkness.
"Get him!" he hisses as the hands once again tear at my body. With no fabric to rip,
the hands go to work on my skin, wringing my wrists, shoulders and neck as I'm slammed
face-first into the slimy shower wall. My forehead bangs the shower nozzle, shooting hot water
across the shower room doorway.
"Hey, Wilky," Marcus whispers, his lips brushing against my ear. ''You gonna dress
like a fucking girl, you gonna be treated like one."
His body rams hard against my backside and I realize he's naked from the touch of his
flesh against mine. I try to pull myself free and feel other naked bodies press against my
struggling limbs. "Let go!" I yell, and someone grabs my hair and slams my head against the
wet wall again. The blow makes me dizzy and I start to numb out as if a dentist has shot
novocain into every part of my body.
"On the floor," Marcus barks, and the hands dutifully obey. I'm shoved face down on
the floor and my arms and legs are grabbed and pulled out, stretching me like a dead starfish
against the cold, wet floor. I hear Marcus and the others laugh as my ass wriggles uselessly
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in the air. I can't recognize anyone else's laugh, only Marcus' as he climbs on top of me and
hisses in my ear. "You're such a pretty thing, Wilky. I'm gonna do ya 'til you can't stand up!"
"Yow!" I hear a voice from the darkness. Matthew Long's voice eggs Marcus on as I
squirm beneath him. Marcus' goons are ready for a party, a little "flesh eating," I've heard it
called in the halls. They're the flesh eaters and I'm the main course.
I thrust my body up hard against Marcus' and start flailing my arms and legs.
Breaking free my left leg, I kick the hand's owner squarely in the jaw. Marcus rolls off of me
as I struggle, and a hand reattaches itself to my free ankle.
"Pick him up!" Marcus calls out in a hoarse whisper. All of the hands pull in unison
on my arms and legs, and for a moment I am suspended above the floor. My shoulders and
groin ache with the force of their pulling, my head and cock dangling uselessly toward the
damp floor. I grunt and groan, but I don't scream. I won't let them know I'm scared. I won't
let them know they're winning.
"Let go," I growl as the pulling increases and my body moves up a fraction of an inch.
"Shut him up!" Marcus' voice comes from somewhere in the darkness, somewhere
between my legs, and I feel something stiff and hard brush against the inside of my left thigh.
"This is what you're good for, Wilky. Your only purpose is to give me somethin' to fuck with!"
Marcus croaks as the hands let go and I plummet onto the moist concrete floor.
My jaw hits the floor hard, sending a tiny earthquake of pain through my head. My
upper lip crashes against the drain and I taste blood. For a second I think I'm gonna puke or
pass out. My head spins in the darkness as faraway hands clamp down on my wrists and
ankles.
"Me first," Marcus crows as his body slithers above me, positioning himself between
my legs. ''You get his mouth. Then the rest of you when we're done."
I try to pull free of those hands, but my mind's still tumbling in the darkness, trying
to reach my body and gain control.
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"Look, Rollins, we've proved our point. Knock it off." I hear Andy Murphy's voice
coming from my right hand.
"Shut the fuck up, Murph!" Marcus barks. "He has it coming!"
"That's right," a third voice says from above my head. The lips come down against my
right ear and the voice whispers, "You think you're somethin' but you're not. You're nothin'.
You're just a fuckin' cunt. Just a fuckin' greasy cunt."
"Petey," I whisper as the darkness continues to spin. Petey Jr.'s voice keeps playing
in my head. You're nothin'. You're nothin'. You're nothin'.
"Enough of this shit. Let's get this over with," Matthew Long's voice calls out from
above me.
"Shut up!" Marcus hisses as his pelvis thrusts against my bare ass. He's not inside,
but his hard dick rams against me. Just like when I saw him humping that drawing of the
Indian on the gym floor. He pounds himself against me while everybody cheers.
Click. A loud click interrupts Marcus' little party, our naked bodies revealed in a burst

of bright white light. I squint to see what's happening as the hands and bodies retreat from
me. Coach Malcom stands dumbfounded in the doorway, a styrofoam cup filled with coffee
dangling from his right hand. "What's -- what the hell's goin' on here?" he whispers as the
coffee cup drops and brown liquid splashes on the floor, catching his white socks and tennis
shoes as it falls.
'We -- I," Marcus says in a soft, whiny voice, all of the strength draining from him as
his cock starts to droop. 'We were just messin' around, Coach, tryin' to scare the little fairy."
I raise my head just enough to see the others backing away from me, pressing their
stupid, naked bodies against the wall.
"Everybody out," Malcom barks and they all obey. "Not you, Rollins, you stay here."
The two of them glare at me as I lay limp against the floor, wishing the wetness would
pull me under and drown me. I don't move, and Malcom cups his meaty hand against Marcus'
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throat, pushing him against the wall. "What the hell are you thinkin', boy?" Malcom says as
Marcus' face grows a bit red. 'We got a championship game tomorrow and you pull this shit.
You wanna get kicked off the team?"
"No, sir," he croaks back softly, and I can tell he's choking from the coach's touch.
'Well, this is one helluva mess, boy, because if you're kicked off the team, we lose. It's
that simple. Now you --you apologize to that boy over there and get to class," Coach Malcom
says.
"No way," Marcus says. Coach grabs Marcus around the shoulders and tosses him
against the adjacent wall after he speaks. "I'm not gonna do it, Coach. I'm not apologizing
to that sack of shit!"
"Look, Rollins, that wasn't a request. You'll do it or I'll kick your ass. Got it?" Malcom
says in a scratchy voice, and I notice his hand grab Marcus' right wrist and twist his arm
awkwardly behind his back.
"Okay! Ouch! Okay! I'm sorry, you sack of shit. I'm sorry," Marcus whimpers before
Malcom pulls him across the room and tosses him through the doorway.
"And, Marcus, I don't want to hear about this kinda shit again. You hear me?" Malcom
calls before walking toward me. I automatically slide away from him, still on my belly as I
huddle against the merger of the wall and floor. Malcom's feet shuffle for a moment before
he speaks. "Look, Wilkinson, you'd -- you'd better get to class." His voice is surprisingly
gentle, and I nod in response.
Coach Malcom sighs and walks away from me. I have no idea how long I lay there,
pressing myself into the wet floor. I just know I eventually get up and stumble toward my
locker. I don't towel off, I just pick up my tom clothes and slip them on. Walking through the
empty corridors, I notice how wet my clothes and hair are, the clothes clinging to my body.
I walk into Algebra class and take my seat. Everyone stares, but no one says a word. After
class, I go to the next period and notice the same reaction, just silent stares. Petey must be
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right. I must be nothing because, at this moment, I feel invisible.

Random Note #4

Who could I have talked with about this? That's the question I keep asking myself.
If I'd have said, "They tried to rape me," who would have listened? I didn't even know how

to say it, because men aren't victims, they're victors. That's what I've always been taught.
But some sick fucks defied all of those words in one horrible afternoon, and I don't know what
to believe anymore. They taught me what real fear is, a fear that pulses and throbs and never
lets you rest until you open the wound and release the poison within it. After they touched
me, I became an open wound, and I haven't healed yet.
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Inside Pandora's Box
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Dream Journal
Entry #3

I stand naked near a familiar lake, listening to the water lapping at the shore, and the
unseen creatures inhabiting the surrounding woods scamper and chirp from the dark green
foliage. The lake is outside of Alden Campgrounds, a camp I attended in high school. As I
walk nearer the water's edge, I notice the heat of the day, my skin covered with a cooling
sweat. In the dim light of dusk, I can barely see the summer landscape surrounding the lake.
The grove of trees and vegetation have merged into an endless cloud of deep green, the
manmade beach providing the only respite from its dark confines. I cross the beach and seat
myself on the crudely constructed wooden dock jutting out from its center. Despite the
darkness, several large rocks are visible on the opposite bank, illuminated by eerie beains of
stark-white moonlight.
On each flat stone rests a gigantic albino lizard, its flesh becoming a sickly shade of
white in the light. The lizards lie motionless for a long moment before the central creature
lazily stretches its limbs and slides from its perch on the stone into the lake. I notice the
steady current of the water as the alabaster body of the creature glides through its liquid
surface. The current resembles that of a river or stream, not the stagnant water of a lake.
Slowly, I realize that the current emanates from the body of the creature as it glides toward
me with lazy effortless strokes. As it nears, I notice that the creature is not a lizard, but a
bloodless, pale man, the muscles of his broad back contracting and relaxing with every stroke,
his face concealed beneath the water's surface and his thick, damp head of hair. Reaching the
dock, the creature suddenly flips over on his back, revealing his pale and lifeless face. I
quickly draw my feet out of the turbulent water as I recognize my father's face.
"Hi ya, Killer! How's it going?" he says in a deep, water-logged croak. "I knew you'd
come. I just knew it."
His appearance -- pale, scaly and grotesque -- makes me pull away and causes my
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stomach to churn with disgust. I scramble from the water's edge as my father's hand swipes
at my right foot. The hand is mutated, having only three talon-like fingers with scarlet claws
protruding from each. "Catch you later," my father hisses in water-logged syllables as he
disappears beneath the lake's murky surface.
My first urge is to run, but I resist it and focus upon the remaining creatures and their
glowing stones. Both are obviously male, stretched out on their backs in a pose of uninhibited
relaxation. They rise together, each aping the movements of his partner as they stretch and
descend into the now placid water. I see them cruising towards me beneath the liquid surface,
and again I resist the urge to escape. .Their movements are dolphin-like as they arch and
contract their bodies and glide with precise movements towards my wooden perch.
The first figure rolls effortlessly onto his back as his partner remains submerged. I
recognize the face of the back-floater. Cam's sweet face stares up at me, the effects of death
whitening his pallor and darkening the skin surrounding his eye sockets.
"What did I do?" he cries, his voice heavy with water and pain. ''What did I do to
deserve this?"
"Nothing, Cam," I stammer as my hands reach for his retreating body. ''You didn't do
anything. Come back!"
He looks up at me, his ears hearing the command, but his body refuses to obey.
"Can't do it, love. You sent me away and now I'm lost," Cam says as the water covers
his face.
I begin sobbing as the third figure rolls face upward. I am too frightened to move at
this moment and sit huddled in a fetal position on the dock as I see the things face. Wilky's
dead face stares back at me from its watery grave.
"Come join us," Wilky whispers as he circles the dock, his teasing laughter growing and
intensifying with every pass. ''You've wished us all away, and now it's time for you to join us."
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I always awaken in a full scream at this moment. My only explanation for my dream
is guilt over my father, Cameron and myself. Wilky's right. I wished them all away.

Springfield, Illinois
September 27, 1993
I look like a fucking prize fighter as I walk through the gleaming office doors of
Bernbaum, Beard and Berry, the William family's retainer. The secretary tries not to stare
at my bruised right eye and temple or the nasty gash running .across my browline. She just
smiles and nods as I stand before her, wearing my red granny glasses to camouflage some of
the damage.
"Ah, yes, Mr. Wilkinson," she says, glancing through the appointment calendar. ''Mr.
Bernbaum is expecting you. If you'll have a seat, he'll be with you in a moment."
"Thanks," I say as I sit on the reception area's brown velveteen sofa. The waiting room
is sparse and modem. Tasteful chrome and wood furnishings surround me, and some eyecatching abstract paintings provide a little color in the office's bland neutral environment. I
begin leafing through some magazines, copies of Harper's, The New Yorker, and Architectural
Digest. The professional confines of this area make me comfortable. The tightening spring

in my chest that has been present since I've returned to Holiday is relaxing gradually in this
quasi-urbane setting. Even though I'm only a few miles from the nearest cornfield, in this
office I feel safe and at home.
"Mr. Wilkinson," a deep resonant baritone says. I look up to see a distinguished, grayhaired gentleman in a charcoal pin-stripe standing in front of me. "I'm Ira Bernbaum," he
says, extending his hand. We shake before he continues. "If you'll follow me, I'll lead you to
a conference room we've set up for your convenience."
We walk through a short hallway and enter the conference room. The firm has set up
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a monogrammed legal pad, several pens bearing the firm's name, a cassette recorder with
headphones and a small stack of tapes marked R. Williams, Therapy Tape.
"I think you'll find everything you need here, Mr. Wilkinson. Has Ms. Perry gone over
the family's stipulations with you?"
"Uh, I am allowed to take notes, but not duplicate the tapes. None of the tapes can
leave this office. I may listen to as many of these tapes as I wish today. But, future sessions
will call for renegotiation between your firm and the production company. Is that about it?"
"Yes, it seems Ms. Perry has briefed you very thoroughly," Mr. Bembaum says with
a polite smile. "I'll leave you to it. If you have any further questions, my secretary, Mrs.
Parker, will help you."
"Thank you," I say, and again offer my hand.
After shaking it, Mr. Bembaum cocks his head and gives me a little chuckle. "That's
some set of bruises there, son. How's the other guy look?"
"There wasn't anyone else. Just me and a tumbling camper. The camper looks fine."
"Good to hear," he says with a friendly chuckle. ''Well, then, good day, Mr. Wilkinson."
"Good day."
I sit in the seat nearest the research materials and think about my recent memory of
Ole Man Fletcher. It didn't hit me until I woke up this morning. Last night, I was too
distracted by the accident and Joy and Rusty to process the information. So, Old Man Fletcher
fucked with me when I was a kid, and I was so scared I blocked it out. Two nights out of my
life messes up the rest of it? Is it that simple?
"Nothing's that simple," Wilky says. "That's just the first layer of the onion, kiddo. You
might tear up a bit, but you'll survive."

"So, what now?" I ask myself, resting my head against my hands.
"Now we see if you've got the guts to go the distance," Wilky states like a gung-ho coach.

"You sound like some fucking jock!"

208

"No, that was just fun and games. It didn't matter if you didn't want to play then. But
now, this is the real game and you have to decide to play or run." Wilky's voice is total reason.
His usual half-assed histrionics are replaced by a subtle determination. "So, what's it gonna
be, kiddo? Play or run?"
"I'm not going anywhere," I say aloud, and am startled by the slight echo in the empty
room. I don't quite know what to do with my new memories, but I know I need to learn the
rest of it to make sense of my life.
I begin listening to the first tape, jotting down pertinent notes for my performance.
Williams' voice varies from personality to personality, a different accent rising and fading with
each personality. Some of the personalities are open and flirtatious, while others sound aloof
and withdrawn. The only thing these voices have in common is their shared pain. Williams
was sexually abused by his older brother from the ages of three to sixteen, and each
personality bears some of the pain of this series of events. They lack trust and suspect
everyone. In their encounters with the therapist, they avoid and ignore questions, and keep
asking the doctor if he's trustworthy. The personality of Roland fears certain touches. The
female persona, Andrea, represents herself as promiscuous and manipulative. The childish
personality of Bobby keeps asking for a "safe place" in the doctor's office. I can hear this
personality shuffling about the room, trying to relocate to a place he considers "safe." This will
be a simple role for me to construct; all of Williams' core conflicts are alive within me.
Before leaving the tapes behind, I jot down some of Williams' significant phrases:

"We're fine in here, Doctor, just fine. How's everyone where you are?"

"There's too many people in my skin."

"I can't talk about the others if they're not here. It's impolite."
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"Doctor, haven't you ever hurt so bad you'd try anything to get relief? You give me
medicine and it helps. But, before you and this place and your pills, I only had my own
devices. I had to find the thing that would numb the pain. I tried everything, but nothing
was ever enough."

"It's lovely in here, Doc. But, I don't think fll let you inside. I know what to expect
from the others in here. But if I let you in, you'll probably just cut me open. Then where will
I be -- cut open with my insides spilling out for everyone to see."

"I can't kill off a part of myself and survive. Everything's too precariously balanced,
like a huge house of cards. If a good breeze comes along, rm blown away."

[End of tapes.]

Just like Williams', I've always felt this split, this refusal to merge. That's why I ran
from Madame Freud. That's why I couldn't stop myself from shutting out Cam or Zoey. A
part of me had made the decision to close the door, and the rest of me couldn't pick the lock.
''There's too many people in my skin," Williams cried on the second tape. I can relate. When
everything's a group decision, your life becomes a compromise, and nobodys satisfied.

One more stop before I head back to Holiday. The nursing home where my mother
lives is antiseptic, tidily landscaped, and expensive. I walk in toward the end of visiting hours,
and the smell of bland geriatric cuisine is floating through the halls. My mother's room is a
private one on the second floor. The rooms I pass are filled with old ladys memorabilia, quilts
and afghans, ancient photographs and comfy old chairs. My mother's room has none of these
things, but it really doesn't matter. According to Adam, she wouldn't recall any of the
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memories attached to them anyway.
Adam's little disappearing act surprises me. Not that I believed his "Devoted Son" act,
but the fact he had the balls to steal the money and abandon Mom really surprises me. Adam
was always the good son; I gave 'em hell, but Adam did everything they wanted, played the
sports they wanted, chose the career they wanted (a doctor) and even married the woman they
wanted. After he took his powder, I found out from his ex-wife about how he used his
prescription pad for personal purposes. He was about to come up on charges from the AMA,
and thought Canada might be a bit kinder residence. His assets were all tied up due to the
divorce, so he tapped me for some money and flew the coop, leaving Mom wandering the
cornfields looking for a fresh box of oatmeal.
When I reach my mother's room, I see her sitting near the window. The late afternoon
sun still creeps into the room, washing out some of her age lines and making her appear, for
a moment, the way I remember her. Her body has begun doubling over, shrinking from the
effects of age. Her hair is no longer a dark, artificial brown, but a greyish-gold. Mom had
gone grey when I was still young, and always dyed her hair the darkest brown available.
I stop and watch her for a moment, her lips curling in a faint smile, her brow
wrinkling from a constant, unspoken worry. She watches for someone in the window, someone
who'll never come. I walk slowly toward her chair and gently touch her shoulder. "Mom?" I
say quietly as she turns from the light.
For a moment she looks puzzled, then the smile returns and she takes my hand in
hers. "Adam? Adam, where have you been? I've been looking everywhere for you and your
father. How long --"
"It's not Adam. It's Neal, Mom. I'm Neal."
"Neal?" she asks, looking puzzled again. "No, Adam, Neal's not here. That's why I
need to talk to your father. That other one's not here."
I cringe a bit at the phrase "that other one." Wilky starts laughing. "So, what did you
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expect, a fuckin' brass band? Nothing changes. You were out of her mind back then and you're
still not in there. Let's go."

"No," I say quietly, and my mother takes this as a cue to look back out the window.
"Why the hell not? She's gone, Neal. Fa.ce facts. She's gone," Wilky says. ''Let's get
outta here."

"In a minute," I say as I crouch on my haunches in front of her. This is why I can't
be around her anymore. The minute I see her face, a softness returns to me, and I begin
feeling protective -- and guilty. I always feel guilty because I can't rescue her from Dad, from
Holiday, or from this place.
"Do you like it here, Mom?" I ask as I stroke her veiny left hand.
"They're very nice here. Your father's gone for coffee but, later, we'll walk the beach
and look for shells."
"What?"
"Oh, Adam, don't pout. It's our last vacation, and I don't want you getting your father
in a mood."
"Vacation?" I ask, not remembering a single trip across the state line, let alone a
vacation.
"Now, Adam, I asked you not to pout. Once the baby comes, we won't be able to afford
a trip like this." I notice her right hand softly stroking her belly as she speaks. She's lost in
an earlier time, merging past and present with the stroke of a hand. ''When the baby comes,
everything will be different."
"She means, when we come into the picture, everything goes to shit," Wilky says.

"Mom," I begin, trying to silence Wilky's words. My worst fear growing up was that
I caused their fights, their distance. ''Were -- are you and Dad happy?"
"Happy?" she says and her brow creases with thought. ''Your father's your father, and
rm me. We aren't happy and we aren't sad. We just are. Now stop this silliness, Adam. Let
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me tell you about the baby."
"What about him?" I say as tears form in my eyes.
"They say -- they say that one's something.

That's all.

They tell me he'll be

something."
"Who tells you, Mom?"
"The white women!" she says, a bit annoyed with my ignorance. Then her expression
softens for a moment. "Are you all right?" she asks, stroking my hair from my eyes. ''You look
tired."
"I'm fine -- it's just . . . Why's it always so hard?" I ask as I bury my face in her lap.
"Shhh," she says. "None of that. Boys don't do that, they don't cry. Now --you have
to go."
"I do?" I ask as I automatically rise, obeying her command.
"Yes," she says with a big smile. "It's time."
"Bye, Mom," I say, leaning forward to kiss her cheek.

AB my lips press her flesh, she whispers softly, "Neal?"
''Yes, Mom?"
"We do what we can. That's all we can do."
"I know, Mom."
"I hope what I couldn't do, you've found outside."
"I'm--" I break off, trying not to sob. "I'm still looking."
"Well, that's something, isn't it? Yes sir, that's something," she says before drifting
back to the window, maintaining her watch as the sun goes down.
I walk from the room quickly, making my way through the building and to my car.
Sitting in the sun-warmed seat, I compose myself. •it's like the guy said," Wilky begins, and
I'm too weak to fight him. "There's too many people in my skin. n That was the problem all
along. I couldn't just be accountable for me. I had to include all of my family in everything.
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Growing up, I could never tell where I began and they ended. That's why I ran; if there's too
many people in your skin, you rip apart.

Random Note #5
It was a suicide of sorts, leaving my family behind. When I walked away from my

mother and Adam at the hospital, it was a last ditch attempt to rid myself of Holiday and
Wilky. My family wouldn't let him die because that was the part of me they could control and
understand. The person I became in college and after was a stranger to them, someone
frightening and exotic. Neal Wilkinson is my creation, a bundle of artistry and neurosis, as
far from Holiday's definitive male as I can get. Wilky's roots are still rural; his attitudes are
still tainted by Holiday's conservative roots. So I threw Wilky and my family out of my life,
and the only problem is my creation isn't strong enough to stand alone.
Those things and people I've abandoned still have power over me. It's like the
phantom itching of an amputated limb; you still feel it long after the useless flesh is severed
and thrown away.

New York
June 1991
"I have something to tell you and I don't want you to go bonkers until you've heard me
out," Zoey says as we sit eating a late supper in my apartment.
''With this kind of a build-up, what do you expect me to do? Remain calm?''
"Seriously, you panic so easily, I just want you to take a deep breath and relax," Zoey
says and stares at me until I comply with her request.
"All right," I say after a long cleansing breath. ''What's up?"
Zoey looks down and fidgets with her fork on her plate, stirring the leftover noodles
with her broccoli florets. She looks like a five-year-old girl flirting with her first beau. She
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takes another sip of water before speaking. "Neal, I -- I think I'm preggers," she says softly
as if she's embarrassed.
I respond as she's anticipated. My body shuts down for a moment, everything slowing
before the protective water is drained from my core and I begin meltdown. "What are you
saying?" I ask slowly as the news sinks in. "What the fu--"
"Neal, try to calm down. I really need to discuss this with you in a calm, rational
way."
"When did I ever say I wanted a baby?" I shriek, the news reaching the panic center
of my brain. "Did I ever say, 'Zoey, I want to make a baby?'"
"Neal, calm down!"
"Calm down? How do you propose I do that after you bring up the one thing I've

always tried to avoid?" I ask, pushing away from the table as the dishes rattle.
"Neal," Zoey pleads as tears begin quivering in her large brown eyes. "Look, Neal, I
-- need -- I don't need this shit from you."
"And I suppose I need this shit from you?" I say, railing as I stomp about my loft.
"Honestly, Zoey, I just get out of therapy and we start seeing each other. And then I feel okay,
so I quit, and now you're trying to send me right back to Madame Freud."
"I didn't plan this, Neal! For Christ's sake - I've been using birth control . . . It just
It just happens sometimes," Zoey says, beginning her own pacing. "I'm not trying to trap

you, because you're not that good of a catch --"
"Well, thanks a lot," I say sarcastically.
"Well, look at you. You rant and rave about how this is affecting you. It's my body,
goddammit! And all you care about is that it messes up your bloody schedule."
I'm quiet for a moment as what she has said sinks in. Finally, I ask softly, "Are you
sure?"
"Well, I'm four weeks late, and that never happens," she says. Zoey's right. Even her
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period is nauseatingly punctual. She adds softly, "I took one of those home pregnancy tests
and -- it was positive."
"What do you want to do?" My voice is calm and passive as I say this.
"I -- I don't know. I won't abort -- I know that much."
"Why?"
"I'm not keen on making someone else pay for my blunders," Zoey says. "Besides, I've
always wanted a child, Neal. Maybe -- maybe this could work. It's not as if my life will be
interrupted by this. I have plenty of money, a good job -- the only thing I'm unsure of is you."
"But," I begin, but waver off when I see the softness in her eyes. "Look, Zoey, we can't
make this decision right now. Let's just sleep on it, okay?"
Zoey quietly walks over to the table and begins clearing it. "I guess it will have to do,
won't it?"

Two weeks later, our debate becomes moot. Zoey feels a slight cramp at work and
notices some spots of blood on her underwear and slacks. By the middle of the night, the
bleeding has continued, and we drive to an emergency room where a tactful intern says simply,
"I'm sorry, but you've lost the baby."
Zoey cries for the next three days. Whenever she looks at me, I can see the accusations
in her eyes. This is what you wanted, isn't it? You must be so relieved. And, bastard that
I am, I am relieved, but surprisingly sad. Zoey keeps getting sympathy from those she told
about the pregnancy, but I say nothing. My silence comes from guilt and resignation. I know
Zoey blames me for this but is too polite and British to say so. Her logical mind probably says,
"He just couldn't handle it because of his insecurities." But, deep inside, her voice is less
forgiving. She knows I have a history of wishing inconvenient people out of my life.

Zoey's due back at the apartment at precisely 8:15. We've been here for about twenty
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minutes and I begin making my move. "Would you like another drink?" I ask the pretty
blonde girl sitting on the sofa as I pass the grandfather clock and check the time: 7:32.
"No, thanks," the girl says. She can't be more than twenty-two. I met her in the
network commissary. She's a sweet-faced kid from Oklahoma who wants to meet a star before
she goes home. I'm the closest thing to stardust she's seen. She stands and crosses to the
opposite side of the bar. "Neal, why are you being so nice to me?"
"Because you told me you were my biggest fan. I've read Misery. If I'm not nice to
you, you'll break my legs," I say, walking closer to her, our lips almost touching. Almost, but
not quite.
"I don't usually do this kind of thing," the girl says as the clock climbs at the threequarter hour. She leans forward and gives me a gentle peck on the lips. I wrap my arms
around her and guide her upstairs toward the bedroom. The alarm clock reads 7:48.
At 7:50, we begin shedding our clothes.
At 7:53, I push the girl onto the bed and begin kissing her taut stomach.
As I kiss the nape of her neck, she says, "My name's Hillary." I glance over her

shoulder. The red number of the alarm clock glows 7:58.
We roll about the bed, Hillary's mouth tasting like peppermint LifeSavers. Her mouth
leaves mine and begins traveling down my body. I check the time. 8:01.
Hillary kisses my abdomen and begins licking my thigh at 8:11. Two minutes later
she's kissing my groin, then glides back toward my mouth, her legs straddling my body. As
she kisses my chest, I notice the sound of a key opening a lock.
"Hillary," I whisper to cover the noise.
As Hillary begins passionately kissing my neck and shoulder, I hear Zoey walking up

the iron steps. Hillary begins to pull away, but I roll on top of her and begin kissing her
breasts.
Zoey's voice calls out to me at 8:17, "Neal, I made reservations for--" Zoey's words cut
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off as she sees us. After a moment, she stands in the stairwell whispering, "Oh my god, oh
my god."
I roll onto my back as Hillary nervously gathers her clothes, making sure Zoey catches
a glimpse of my hard cock.
Zoey stares at me angrily before asking, "How could you do this to me? You know how
I feel about ... Oh, fuck it! If you want me to leave this badly, I'll be out of here in an hour."
True to her word, Zoey packs her bags, makes a hotel reservation and walks out promptly at
9:25.

In the studio corridors, I avoid Zoey.

Whenever we meet, her eyes fill with a

combination of anger and pain that makes me cringe. It's the same expression Cam had the
night I kicked him out. I keep putting that expression on the faces of lovers I've left behind,
and I don't know how to stop. As I'm hurting them, I'm cold and methodical, but afterwards
-- I just wish I could take it all back. If I could erase our relationship from their minds, I'd
be off the hook. But Zoey's eyes tell me there's nothing powerful enough to erase what I've
done to her.
I keep wanting to make excuses for myself, telling her that she's the lucky one. Much
luckier than Cam. At least she survived.

The Green Journal: APer the Shower - 1975-76
I was stupid after -- after that shit with Marcus. Just plain stupid to write that note
and steal Mom's pills and wait for them to leave and then take the pills and hope to die. Just
plain stupid, because I took too many pills and washed them down with a bottle of Dad's
whiskey and waited to die, but I didn't. I just threw up all over my brand new "Smiley Face"
bedspread. Puke-green on a banana yellow bedspread. I knew Mom would be pissed, so I
bundled it down to the laundry and washed it out before they came home. The stench of it,
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puke and whiskey, as I carried it down made me want to drop it and run. I could still smell
it even after the washing, but they'd be home soon, so I ran it upstairs and made the bed, and
Mom was so happy because I never made my bed. "Aren't you the grown-up," she said,
beaming. Yeah, I was stupid all right.
But I'm not stupid now. I flip through all of my diaries and tear out pages that don't
make sense or say too much. Those pages I don't tear out and rip to shreds, I mark out
anything I don't like, anything that shows too much of me. It's dangerous revealing too much,
because you never know who's watching.

*

*

*

Stash and I are high all of the time now. We both have our demons to quiet, and
drugs seem to do the trick. Stash keeps dropping acid and doing coke, any drugs he can get
his hands on. I steal mine from home, my mother's Valiums and Darvons always at my
fingertips. After everything that had happened, I began stealing a few pills a week from
Mom's stash. She never notices, and the doctor just writes her another prescription with no
questions asked.

I'm walking around semi-conscious all day, thanks to "Mother's little

helpers." She used to give me some pills for muscle aches or to "calm me down" before a
performance of the school play. Now I use them to ignore my life. With my precious pills, I
don't hear the snickers in the school's hallway. I don't see Marcus' smirking face as I pass him
in the corridor. And, most of all, I don't have to think about that day. I just pop some pills,
toke a joint with Stash during lunch, and let myself go numb. Without any feeling, I can
survive this place. I just have to remember not to feel.

*

*

*

I keep wishing for things that can't happen, dark things I shouldn't want. I have
dreams about killing Marcus, tying him to a railroad track before a train comes and cuts him
in half.

Or, I imagine pushing Marcus from the top step of the school's fire escape and

watching, his body plummeting and splattering against the asphalt school yard below. I even
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dream of sacrificing him beneath a full moon. I bind his hands and feet and cut his heart out
as he begs me to stop. When it's over, I hold his bloody heart up to the moon before pitching
it into a churning sea. There's a real power in these fantasies that I'm afraid of. Stash says,
"It's nothin', you're just pissed. You wouldn't do anything like that." He keeps saying this as
he offers me another toke; he says this, but he doesn't know how dark I feel inside.

*

*

*

I have to stop this toking with Stash every night and popping pills to get through the
day. My grades are falling, not horribly, but enough to worry about. I've got a shot at going
to an art camp this summer, but my grades have to be first rate and I need a portfolio of my
work. Stoned, I don't give a shit about my grades, and my paintings suck. Stoned, I just
think about sustaining the moment and the high. But, I have to end this moment because it's
trapping me in Holiday. I can't be trapped here; I won't survive it.

*

*

*

My father keeps telling me how good I look. I've lost so much weight because my
appetite's been fucked up by the drugs. He says, "Now you look like a man." And I wonder
what should I look like? I may not buck bales or play football, but my cock definitely qualifies
me as a male. Sometimes I wonder if he thinks I'm some sort of hermaphrodite, some halfman/half-woman freak given to him as a punishment for being such an asshole. He's so afraid
of me that he doesn't see me. He glances up as I walk into the room, but he turns away
quickly, as if he sees something foul, something dirty that sickens him. I know he doesn't see
me because he keeps telling me how good I look. I've just looked myself over in the bathroom
mirror; I stripped naked so I could see everything, the stringy hair, the bumpy, zit-covered
skin, the dark circles under my eyes, and the ribs sticking out through my skin. Everything.
He says I look good, but I just laugh; I look like utter hell.

*

*

*

I barely made it into the final rounds of art camp entries. My grades are barely good

220

enough, but they liked the five paintings I sent well enough to tip the scales in my favor. rve
got to stop the drugs now. If I don't, I'll turn into someone who's always stoned, someone who
can't face life sober. I'll turn into my father.

*

*

*

Jesus, Stash is gone. It's so fucked up and I want to get high and forget it, but ifl do,
I won't stop. I'll keep going until I'm dead, or crazy like Stash. I was the one who found him.
I drove by to pick him up for school, and nobody answered the door. So I checked the door,
found it open, and walked in. I could hear The Doors song, Break on Through, playing from
upstairs. That's Stash's favorite song. I kept hearing Jim Morrison growling, "Break on
through to the other side, Break on through to the other side," as I walked through the house
and up the stairs to Stash's room. I kept hearing those words as I called out, "Stash, you
asshole, get out of bed. We're gonna be late again and I can't handle another detention!" I
kept hearing that music as I heard the glass breaking -- I opened his bedroom door and found
Stash kneeling over a pile of torn up school books. The song kept playing and there was blood
on Stash's face and his eyes were open and he was chuckling, quiet and weird, whispering,
"Look at it. Look at it. Don't you see it, man? The colors. Look at the fuckin' colors." That's
when I saw the blood on the floor coming from Stash's wrists. He had a large piece of mirrorglass in his hands and I noticed the broken glass under my feet. He'd broken a mirror and
cut both of his wrists with the glass, and as I ran to him, he kept cutting, first himself and
then me, until I took the glass out of his hands and called the ambulance.
Then his father came home.
There's blood everywhere now, Stash's and mine, and Stash's father starts belly-aching
about the fucking mess. His son's just tried to off himself, and he's worried about the fucking
carpet!! I lost it and just sorta lunged at him with a football tackle that would make Coach
Malcom proud. I grabbed both of his ears and started pounding his head on the floor as I
screamed, "Look what you've done. Look what you've fucking done." I just kept pounding his
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head against the floor, because I knew the blood on Stash's face is his father's handiwork.
Stash cut his own wrists, but he didn't blacken his eyes or bust up his nose. ''You animal!
You fucking animal! Why didn't you leave him alone? Why didn't you just leave him alone?"
I think I'd have killed the mother-fucker but some ambulance goof came in and pulled me off.
Marcus and Stash's father are both the same. One uses his cock and the other uses
his fists, but they're both murderers. They use parts of their body to kill your soul.

*

*

*

The day after they carted Stash off, my dad comes home drunk and steaming. I hear
him from my room, even with my headphones on and the music turned up really loud. He
keeps bellowing, "Where is he? Where is he?" He's still yelling when I come down the stairs.
"Wait 'til you hear this! Wait 'til you hear!" he tells my mom as I enter the kitchen.
"What's up?" I ask.
''You little shit! What have you been doing?" he barks as my mother cowers against
the kitchen cabinet. That's what she does best when I'm in trouble; she cowers really well.
''What?" I ask, a little too pissy for my own good.
"Don't you dare backtalk me, mister. I'm not in any mood for it after what you've been
pulling." As he says this, he keeps stepping closer and I can smell the whiskey on his breath.
Christ, it's not even noon and he's wasted.
"Emory," my mom says quietly. "What is it? What's wrong?"
''That one," he yells, pointing his finger at me. "That one and that crazy friend of his,
Stash. They were -- I can't even say it."
I look at his face, all red and wrinkled, and I know I'm dead. He knows about the
drugs and is going to freak. "Look," I say calmly, trying to reason with him. "It was nothing.
No different than what you do. We were just having fun."
He cuffs me hard on the back of my head after I say this. "No different from what I
do? What are you talking about?"
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"Careful, Emory," my mother whispers. "Be careful of the stitches."
Stash's make-shift knife gave me ten stitches, three under the left eye and seven on
my left forearm. My head throbs from his smack, but the stitches are okay.
"Well, mister, what do you have to say for yourself?" my father says as I begin backing
away from him.
"Nothing," I say. "Listen, what the fuck is your problem?''
My mother cringes as I say this and whimpers, ''Neal, watch your language."
"Why the fuck for? I learned it all from him," I yell as my ass bumps into the cabinet.
"Your son's been a busy little boy," Dad says, a triumphant smirk emerging on his face.
''Yep, he's been a fucking busy little boy."
"What the hell are you talking about? So we smoked a little grass. So what?" I'm
gaining strength as I speak, my hand slowly creeping down to the cabinet's drawer handle.
"Grass?" my father howls with a confused expression crossing his face. ''You've been
doin' drugs, too? You little sack of shit!" His hand raises again to hit me, but stops as he
says, "You and your boyfriend were taking drugs, too?"
"What?" I ask, gripping the drawer handle tightly.
"Don't try denyin' it. It's all over town."
"What is?"
"The crap about you and the Peterson kid," he hollers. "That old bitch Cranstead saw
you and him in the park. Touchin'. Taldn' off his shirt -- Christ all mighty, what were you
thinkin'?"
"Wait a minute, you mean they think Stash and I were --"
"Yeah," my father says, his eyes glaring at me as he speaks.
"Oh, Neal," Mom cries.
"This is nuts," I say. 'We didn't do anything."
''Yeah, sure," my father says. 'Why would the old broad make up a story like this?"
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I slowly slide the drawer open with my right hand and slip my left hand into the
cutlery tray. I keep glaring back at my father as my hand searches the drawer. I try keeping
my body motionless as my fingers search and search. When my hand finds a handle, I say,
"I don't know why people talk about shit like this in this town. Maybe they like to make
trouble. Or, maybe -- maybe they're bored fucks like you with nothing better to do."
Dad's hand raises again and he's about to swing when I say, "If you wanna talk about
perverts, let's talk about your little friend, Petey, Sr." My dad's hand freezes in the air as I
continue. ''You know, your old fishing buddy."
"What are you talkin' about?" my father asks, his face growing pale.
"Remember, the fishing trip where he--"
"Shut up," he says, his hand still hovering near my left cheek. "Stop talkin' like that
or I'll knock the shit out of you."
I push forward and knock him back a step before swinging the knife toward my
father's bulging belly. His eyes get really big and he stares down at the point touching his
stomach. "You wanna hit me now, Dad?" I say as the knife blade sways against him. "You
wanna hit me because I'm a freak?"
"Neal, stop it!" my mom shouts.
For a moment, my father keeps shifting his glance from my face to the knife. Then
he starts grinning at me and backs away slowly. I stand my ground and hold the knife in
front of me. My father stops at the door, shaking his head. "Killer," he says, staring me down.
He begins chuckling as he walks out. "He's no pansy, Lil. He's a killer. Yessir, I've raised
quite a little killer, haven't I, Lillian?"
After he's gone, my mother's lips begin forming a word, some phrase of disapproval.
"Don't," I say softly as I throw the knife in the drawer and run back off to my room.
Goddamn fathers. Mine. Stash's. They yell and scream and punch you with their fists and
expect you to want to be just like them. They smash anything that doesn't measure up to
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their legacy out of you, and expect you to send a "thank you" note. rm never going to be that
way. rm never going to be a father.

New York
December 1986 • January 1987

rm killing Cam today.
It's his last day on the soap, and Mouse is being murdered. Blade's the murderer and
we've been filming final scenes all day. Take after take of me catching Mouse, trying to free
the imprisoned Blaine from his cell in the Weatherby wine cellar before I bash Mouse with my
trusty crowbar. The filming is taking longer than scheduled because of an argument between
Clare and the censors. The issue is blood; Clare wants Mouse's dead head resting in a pool
of blood during my monologue following his murder, but the censors won't allow it. Their
suggestion is a few trickles of blood frpm Mouse's mouth, nose and forehead. At this point,
Cam and I don't give a fuck; we just want to go home.
During the past few weeks, Blade and Mouse's relationship has grown from strangely
comic to just strange. After rve murdered him, I must cradle Cam's bloodied body in my arms
and deliver a monologue full of rationalizations and regret. This regret will eventually kill
Blade, ending our evil-twin storyline. Earlier, we filmed a series of haunting scenes in which
Mouse's ghost slowly drives me insane. My madness culminates in a dramatic fire in which
Blade disappears and Blaine is freed for his tearful Christmas reunion with his mother,
Stormy.
Cam thinks this gothic melodrama shit is totally cool. "I love this," he gushes as we
walk to dinner after taping. "An heir in a cellar prison, a bloody ghost exacting revenge from
beyond the grave - where else but in a soap can you get away with this shit?"
''Where do you want to go celebrate?" I ask as I light a cigarette. Cam gives me a
concerned look before answering.
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"I don't care -- Look, Neal, I'm not really celebrating leaving this part."
"Why the hell not? I'd be doin' cartwheels."
"Because --" he begins, hesitating to see how I'll handle his next statement. "Because
I'll miss working with you."
"Bullshit," I say with a little chuckle.
"No, seriously. I like working with you, and not because we're -- involved," he says,
lightly punching my arm. I sense he'd rather hug me, but I'm too self-conscious about public
displays and he knows it. "You're a good actor and I've learned a lot from you."
"Obviously you've learned enough to land a role in a Broadway play."
"Off-Broadway," he says, softly correcting me.
"Okay, off-Broadway. Fact is, you'll be gone soon. So we should celebrate, right?"
"What's the matter?" he asks, grabbip.g me by the forearm and halting our walk.
"Look, I never wanted this -- whatever-it-is-we-are, but now that your career's taking
off, I'm -- I'm scared you'll leave, and I hate that because I don't want to need you. I don't
want to need anyone."
"Just because I'm leaving the soap doesn't mean I'm planning to leave you. You're
stuck with me, okay?" he says, looking me squarely in the eye until I blink and turn away.
"Look, I'm sorry I'm paranoid. But, I really wish you wouldn't make promises you can't
keep."
"Goddammit, Neal!" Cam shouts as he begins stomping away from me.
''What?" I call aft.er him.
''You have to trust somebody. Sometime in your life you just have to trust someone.
If not me, then somebody else."
"Slow down," I say, grabbing his arm as he huffs off. After we stop, I catch my breath
and continue. "Look, I never thought this would happen -- you and me. But, now that it has
-- shit!" I say, plopping myself on a bus-stop bench.
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"What?" Cam says, standing over me.
"I don't want to lose it. I'm afraid I'll screw it up."
"Neal, you're not screwing anything up. Just stop being so goddamn paranoid," Cam
says in a soft, compassionate voice. He slowly sits next to me on the bench. "It's too cold to
sit out here worrying about nothing. Are you okay?"
"Sure, I'm just a little shaky about this change thing -- Shit, that goddamn speech of
Blade's got me in a mood. Let's just go celebrate your day, and I'll shut up."
We rise and begin briskly waking towards the Italian place on the corner. Before we
reach the door, Cam leans against me and whispers, "Just relax and enjoy what's happening

now, Moron! You're missing so much, fretting about the future." I look over and catch him
winking at me. "Relax and enjoy."
All through dinner, I think about this phrase. Relax and enjoy. Cam makes it look
so easy. Whatever he does, he relaxes into it like he's swimming through a soothing stream.
When he acts, he just concentrates and lets it happen. Then afterwards, he lets it go. I spend
hours worrying about the way I delivered a line or said a word, but Cam just lets it go. He's
the same with everything - parties, his work-outs, me, everything he does is relaxed and
enjoyed. Even the way we approach sex reflects this struggle. I'm always very tense, very into
maintaining the heat while keeping control. Although Davis shakes his head at my sexual
exploits and teases me, calling me a slut, sexually I'm pretty inhibited. I make all of these
rules about how I can be touched and what I will or will not do. Cam just shakes his head and
goes along with it. "Ya know," he said once as we cuddled together in my bed, "that's probably
why you spent so much time doin' the hit-and-run sex thing. You can make rules for an hour
or two, but -- in the long run, when you're really with someone -- all of those walls have to
come down." Sexually, Cam's more adventurous, relaxing into the moment. According to him,
the secret to success in life is relaxation and going with the flow of the moment.
After several glasses of wine, I achieve my own brand of relaxation. "So, what do you
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want to do tonight?" I ask as Cam takes his last bite oflasagna. ''You want to see a movie or
just go home and hang out?"
"Depends," he says with a wicked grin crossing his choir-boy face. He's drunk several
glasses of wine during the meal and looks mischievous and horny.
"On what?" I ask, knowing from his stare we'll end up at my place.
"Depends on what you're up for?" he says simply before downing the remainder of his
wine. "So, what do you want to do?"
"Let's go home," I say. "It's your night."

Back at my place, it doesn't take us long to shed our clothes. Cam's hands run up and
down my body as we lie on the bed in my loft. "Is this okay?" he keeps asking, that naughty
grin plastered across his face. I'm surprised but, for the first time, the touch of Cam's hands
gliding along my thighs and up to my chest toward my throat doesn't make me cringe. I play
the passive partner, the boozy glow of the wine allowing me to relax into this gentle sensation.
The touch of those traveling hands feels lovely and, for a moment, I feel like this will be fun,
like I can trust Cam not to hurt me. That's what this control thing all comes down to,
safeguarding myself against being hurt by someone I trust. I sigh as Cam's fingers trace their
way down my left arm. My eyes are closed as Cam says, "Is this my night? Can I do anything
I want?"
"Yeah, sure," I say in a slow whisper. His hand feels so nice and gentle until-- until
his fingers reach my wrist. I breathe deeply, trying to calm the dim tension emanating from
my chest. It's fine," Wilky whispers, trying to calm me. "He's just touching your wrist. Relax.

Nothing will happen."
"Can I stroke your back?" Cam says, his lips fluttering against my ears. "Roll over,
Neal."
I roll away from his face, catching the faint scent of wine on his breath. I choose to
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listen to Wilky and just enjoy the moment.
Cam's hands are soft and skillful as they rub my shoulder and travel down my back.
When his hands retreat from my flesh, his mouth replaces them, covering the area with soft
kisses and moist tongue trails, the wine smell corning from Cam's insistent breathing as it
grows stronger and more insistent. Again, the tension in my rib cage twinges until Wilky's
voice soothes me. "It's just Cam. Relax! Nothing's going to happen this time. It's just Cam."
His body moves over me, almost mounting me. I feel Cam's hardness brushing against
my ass as he jockeys into a comfortable position, his head resting between my shoulder blades,
and his pelvis sliding between my outstretched legs. As he continues stroking and kissing,
Cam lets go of a high puckish laugh, the laugh he has when he's drunk too much and is up
to mischief. ''You wanna play?" he purrs from his perch on my back. I begin to turn over, but
the weight of his body won't allow it. The laugh comes again. "You wanna play?" he says
again as his body slides over mine.
Cam wants to do "the game," the game I've never allowed him to play on me. Although
he looks like a cherub, his sexual appetites are far from angelic. After we started seeing each
other, Cam introduced his favorite game, a game where one of us is tied to the bed and the
other one gets to dominate. Until now, the only way I'd agree to play was if I were the
dominant one. I'd kiss and caress him, using my mouth to tease him, before rewarding his
patience with an expert blow job. He's always asking me to switch roles or to fuck him, but
he's never pushed it after I've refused. He brought me four red velvety ropes and instructed
me in their use. Each rope is tied to a bed post, then Cam's hands and legs are tied with the
ropes. The first time we did this, I couldn't stop laughing. "Jesus, Cam, this is like a bad
letter to Penthouse," I said through my giggling.
"I know," he said, lying on his back with a Cheshire cat grin. "That's why it's such a

kick."
Cam's wrapping those goddamn velvet ropes around my wrists as I drift back from the
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memory, focusing on what's happening now. "Look, Cam, I -- I don't know if I'm up for this,"
I stammer as the second wrist is secured.
"You said it was my night," he says in a drunken sing-song voice.
"I know, but--"
"Don't you trust me?" he says with another giggle. I recall our earlier argument about
trust. Wilky's voice cautions me, "This is the only one who stayed! The only goddamn one

you've allowed to stay! Don't fuck it up because of some stupid, bullshit pain in your chest!"
I try to relax and let him bind my feet. "Cam," I say in a soft, slightly desperate voice.
"Yeah?" he says as the last knot is tied.
"Nothing," I whisper. "Just --just be careful, okay?"
His drunken laugh is the only response. His hands resume their stroking, but without
the gentleness present before. His hands press against me as his mouth takes tiny bites of
my flesh from my shoulder blade, backbone and ass.
"You're my slave," he purrs as his head bobs up near my ear. "My sweet slave."
It's an old line. One I've said dozens of time in Cameron's helpless ear. "AJ.l part of

the game," Wilky whispers. "Nothing to worry about. It's all part of this stupid game."
Cam reaches for something in the night stand and begins rubbing the lubricant into
my ass. His hands are still gentle as he touches me, but the pain in my chest combines with
a vague memory of other clumsier hands touching me there. In the memory, the smell of
whiskey replaces the soft scent of Cameron's wine, and the hands keep pushing and prying my
legs apart. "Stop thinking about that!" Wilky hisses. "You promised never to think about

that!"
Then it happens. Cam thrusts himself inside of me, and I go rigid, my arms and legs
are steel, my face buried in the mound of pillows. 'There," Cam says. "That's not so bad, is
it?"
"No!" I sob into the pillows. I know if I can just relax, this will be okay. But I can't
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relax, and tears are coming from my eyes.
With each thrust, Cam grunts his approval. "That's good. That's very good," he
repeats again and again as the tears and snot stream down my face. For a moment, I can't
make a sound. Then it happens. A loud angry sob rips from my throat.
"Neal?" he says, his voice still husky with sex, the concern edging its way into his lusty
trance. "Neal, are you okay?"
I answer with a second louder sob, one that can't be mistaken for anything but rage.
My arms and legs are like stone.
"Oh, shit! Oh, shit!" Cam says as he rolls free of me and starts jerking free the ropes
that bind me. "Neal, it's okay. It's me, Cam. Neal, hold still. I need to get these off of you."
When the last rope is gone, I thrash free of him, rolling off of the bed and crashing
against the hardwood floor. Cam is standing over me calling my name, but I thrash free of
him. "Don't touch! Don't touch! Don't touch!" I say as Cam continues calling my name.
"Neal, I'm sorry. Neal, I'm so, so sorry," he says as the last bit of drunkenness leaves
him. He's scared. I can see it on his face. He's scared he's driven me over the brink and I'm
not coming back.
"Bathroom," I croak as I stumble toward the light coming through the open door. I
thrust my body through the open frame and shut the door before he can follow me.
"Neal, open the door," he calls, pounding insistently as he jiggles the locked handle.
"Neal, I'm sorry. I thought it was -- I thought it was part of the game. Are you hurt? Did I
hurt you? Jesus Christ, answer me!"
"I'm -- I'm okay, just leave -- leave me alone for a minute," I sob as I splash water on
my face, diluting his scent with soapy water. "Please, leave me alone -- I'll be out -- I'll be out
in a minute."
"All right, Neal. I'll wait out here. Okay? Okay?" he calls through the heavy oak door.
"Okay." I breathe deeply, trying to calm myself. "Goddamn it, Willty!" I hiss in my
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head. "What the fuck was that about?"

"You said you never wanted to know. You said it was mine to get rid of," Wilky weakly
protests as I hammer at him.
"What happened that makes me like this? I want to know, goddammit! This isn't just
about this. It can't be just about this!" I shout these words in my brain until my temples
throb. My breathing has calmed and the trembling has subsided. 'Tell me what this is."

"I can't," Wilky replies weakly.
''Why not?" I ask.

''You told me to get rid of it." His voice is soft and child-like as he says these words.
''You asked me to get rid of it and I did. It's lost. I can't get it back."
I lay my head against the cool tiles surrounding the basin and push everything out of
my mind. After a moment, I wash my face, slip on the bathrobe hanging from its hook, and
unlock the door. As I open it, I catch a glimpse of Cam sitting nervously on the edge of the
bed. His hair is mussed, hanging over his right eye. He's pulled on his jeans and sits with
his legs spread wide, the top button of the jeans still unfastened. Before, I'd have found him
irresistible, totally vulnerable and sexy. But, now -- now I just want him to disappear.
"Are you okay?" he says quietly as I walk past the bed.
"Fine," I say coldly, my bare feet pounding on the spiral staircase.
Cam runs over to the railing as I leave the staircase and cross to the kitchen, pouring
myself a glass of vodka. "I'm sorry, Neal," he calls down. "I'm so fucking sorry. I thought you
were just - nervous. I didn't know -- I didn't know how freaked you'd get. It was just a game.
I thought you were just playing the game. I thought --"
"No, you didn't," I spit out after finishing my first glass of vodka and it starts kicking
in. "You didn't think at all."

Davis says I'm nuts. As he pours me another eggnog, he says I'm nuts for throwing
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Cam out.
"How can you throw someone like Cam away?" he asks as my hand wraps around the
crystal cup.
"It's not working," I say after sipping the rum-laced milk. "I'm not like you, Davis.
I just can't settle down in some gay alternative wife-and-kiddie-land."
"Cut the shit, Neal. It was going too well, and it scared the hell out of you. That's
why you're throwing him out. Because you're scared," Davis snaps as he lights a cigarette.
"You're so smart, Davis. You're so fucking smart," I say with a sardonic grin creeping
across my face. "That's exactly the reason I can't let this go on, because I'm scared."
Davis just stares at me with a sad, confused expression on his face. I want to explain,
but I can't, because I really don't understand it all myself. Davis begins to say something else,
but stops as we hear Cam's footsteps rattling the spiral staircase. Cam stands at the foot of
the stairs glaring at me.
"It's all done. Just like you wanted. All of my shit is out of your space. Happy now,
Neal?" Cam's voice is angry and harsh. It's an anger born of frustration. For weeks, Cam's
tried to apologize, giving me gifts, writing me notes, even offering to let me knock the shit out
of him. Anything to keep this from happening. But, I couldn't allow it. That night, a switch
was turned off inside of me, and no matter how hard he tries, Cam can't turn it back on.
"I'll leave you two alone," Davis says as he begins collecting his things.
"No!" I said.
"No, Davis, don't leave us alone because your buddy, Neal, doesn't feel safe with me
any more. Right, Neal?" Cam hisses as he walks up to me, carrying his bags as he walks.
"Isn't that right, Neal? You called Davis over because you're afraid of me."
I don't answer. I just stare at my half-empty drink and try to ignore the crack in
Cam's teary voice.
"Neal didn't call. I just stopped by," Davis offers as Cam nods an acknowledgement.
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"But -- but, he wouldn't let me leave until you were gone."
I glare at Davis as he says this.
"Look, Davis, it's okay," Cam says. "Whatever Neal wants, Neal gets. But, answer one
question for me, Neal. I deserve that, don't I?"
"What?" I ask as I stare into his big brown eyes and see the tears.
"What did you want from me?"
"I -- I don't -- Christ, Cam, this is exactly why Davis is here -- so you won't pull this
shit!"
Cam's hoarse laugh rips through the apartment. 'Well, shit, I'm sorry, Neal. I forgot
I was just supposed to go, wasn't I? I wasn't supposed to stick around. It's just one fuck and
you're out, right, Neal?"
"Stop it!" I say as I light a cigarette.
"Well, that's my sin, isn't it?" Cam yells in response. "My sin is that I stuck around.
My sin -- my sin is loving you."
"Christ," I say as the smoke rolls from my mouth and nose. "I don't need this shit!"
'What shit, Neal?" Cam bellows, a sob ripping from his tight throat. "Love, is that the
shit you don't need?"
"Yes," I say, staring him down. "I don't need you saying 'I love you' and then fucking
me over."
''You won't hear it again," Cam says quietly as he walks to the door. "Bye, Davis."
"Cam, wait --" Davis begins.
"For what?" Cam says as he opens the door and begins to leave. He stops in the
doorway and glares at me before saying, "Merry Christmas, Neal. Merry-fucking-Christmas."
After a beat, he closes the door and is gone.

Davis and I never talk about that night. We never talk about it because Davis will
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never understand it. He's a romantic, totally committed to monogamy and love. My hit-andrun mentality has never made any sense to him. In his mind, he has Armand and I should
still have Cam. He's got the mind of a fucking romance novel. He can't understand how love
can scare you. Even though we don't talk about it, Davis is still there for me. Armand leaves
town to photograph some football game, and Davis comes over to watch videos. We make
popcorn and talk back to the bad films. Davis only rents bad films so we can make fun of
them. "If I want to see good movies," he says, "I'll go to the theater." We have a good time.
I even laugh for the first time in weeks.
"That movie sucked so badly," Davis says as one of the videos ends. "I can't believe
we wasted an hour and forty-two minutes watching it."
I grab a handful of popcorn as Davis pops the video out of the machine. A silent
newsman talks as the date, January 15, 1987, flashes under his face. A small box with the
word 'homicide' written in white letters on a red background hovers behind the anchor's
dignified grey head. I tum off the mute button as Davis places the video in. its case.
"An apparent gay-bashing resulted in the death of a former soap opera star this

evening," the announcer says in an authoritative, almost cheery voice. I freeze as Cam's
publicity still flashes across the screen. "Cameron Stillwell, a former featured player on the
daytime drama Sole Survivors, was found in an alley near his downtown apartment earlier
today." The smiling image of Cam's sexy face yields to the live action shot of several
uniformed officers huddling around a sheet-covered body. "Mr. Stillwell was rehearsing an offBroadway show at the time of his death. The police say a bloody baseball bat was found near
the body. No suspects are in custody at this--"
Davis' hand squeezes my shoulder as I begin screaming, "Oh my god, oh my god, oh
my god."
Davis' voice chokes out some words of comfort as he embraces me. "I'm sorry, Neal.
Jesus, I'm sorry."
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"Cam's dead?" I say as I try to rise from the sofa, but Davis' embrace and my own
shaky legs toss me to the floor. "What -- what did he say? Did he say Cam's dead?"
"Shhh," Davis keeps saying as he strokes my hair. "Shhh."
I sob and sob, trying to process the information as Davis rocks me. He rocks me
soothingly until the sobbing dies and I whisper, "We have to do something."
"What?" Davis says, trying to grasp my words.
'We need -- we need to do something. Go to the police station and find out what
they've done with --" A fresh sob cuts off my sentence.
"Neal, I'm sure his family will--"
"His family won't do shit, Davis. This is what they wanted! This is what they fucking
wanted! They wanted him out of their lives! I won't let them have him -- I won't!" I'm angry
enough the tears have ceased as I continue. "I didn't want this! You've gotta believe me,
Davis. I didn't want this to happen -- If I could just stop it from ending - if I had maybe --"
"Look, Neal, I know you didn't want this. Nobody wanted this. But--" Davis stares
at me a moment before continuing with a gentle empathetic smile, the smile of a friend. "Are
you sure you want to go down there? I'm not sure what the cops will do."
"I have to --" I say as I climb up off the floor and go retrieve my coat. "I have to do
this. I have to do something."

At the police station, Davis and I are flanked by a motley crew of hookers and drag
queens, with an occasional junkie thrown in for good measure. Cam's neighborhood was
always a breeding ground for crime. "Colorful," he used to call it. Used to ...
"Wilkinson," a pot-bellied sergeant bellows from his perch behind the precinct desk.
His voice sounds both tired and disgusted. As Davis and I walk toward the desk, I notice the
pudgy-faced officer needs a shave and has a dot of jelly on his uniform's tie. He glowers at me
and growls, "You, Wilkinson."

236

"Yes?"
"I got some news about your friend." He says "friend" as if it's a dirty word, as if it
makes him sick.
I realize my forearms ache from clutching my jacket for the last twenty minutes. This

was a bad idea. I look at the officer and croak. "Stillwell. His name's Cam Stillwell. What
did you find out?"
The fat man's face scrunches, his eyes narrowing as he speaks. "He's gone."
"Gone? Gone where?" I ask, my voice growing loud and shrill with each word.
"He's just gone," the man says matter-of-factly. "Family's made arrangements for the
body to be shipped home."
"No -- No, that's not right," I say, looking at Davis helplessly for some support, some
solution. "That can't be right."
"Look, you --" the sergeant begins growling before pausing and collecting himself. The
sight of me makes him angry for some reason. "I don't know what you and that pretty boy did,
but it don't equal his mother's love, okay? You've had your fun with him. Now, let his mother
bury the poor son-of-a-bitch."
"No -- Davis, this isn't right." I start sobbing and my knees begin buckling. Davis
catches me before I fall, and begins leading me toward the door.
"Let's go," Davis says as he glares at the policeman. "There's no help here."
"Look, sweetheart, just get your little friend outta here," the cop huffs before groaning
and rolling his eyes. "Fruits," he mumbles. "It's a goddamn full moon and I'm surrounded by
fruits."
"Shut the fuck up," I say, slamming my fist against the door frame. "Who the fuck are
you to judge anybody? Who are you? Cam's family didn't know him. They didn't want to
know him. It's all wrong." For a moment, I notice the faces of the crowd. Everyone is quiet,
frozen in an unbelieving stare. The drag queens look sympathetic. The cop looks confused,
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slightly stupid. The rest just look uncomfortable. "Get me outta here, Davis. Just take me
home."
Davis' strong arm leads me through the door and to his car. Inside, I tum to Davis,
his tired, angry face glowing greenish-gold from the dashboard lights. I keep staring at him
until we reach my building. "Don't leave me alone tonight," I whisper as he shifts the car into
park. "Please, don't leave me alone."
"I won't, bud. It's okay. I'll call Armand and I'll stay as long as you need me."
"Thanks, Davis. Thanks."

Later that night, I dream of Cam. In the dream, he smiles and walks towards me from
the alley entrance of his apartment. He draws nearer with slow, rhythmic steps as my hands
tighten their grip on the bat. When I see my face, I am Blade, complete with oily hair and an
ugly fake scar. Cam's smile continues as I raise the bat and swing it at his beautiful face.
"No!" I scream as I wake up myself and Davis. Davis runs over to me from an arm
chair across the room. ''What did I do? What did I do? What did I do?" I keep repeating as
the tears begin again and Davis cradles me.
''You didn't do anything," Davis says. "This isn't your fault."
Those are nice words, but I know the truth. I threw Cam out of my life and wished
he'd disappear. No matter what Davis or anyone else says, I know I've killed him.

Transcript of Neal Wilkinson's Therapy Session with Dr. H. Pollack
January 22, 1988
[Tape #2 joined in progress]

NEAL:

[Sobbing] You enjoy this, don't you? [He blows his nose] You enjoy seeing
people like this, seeing me like this.

DR.P.:

Why do you say that?

NEAL:

Isn't that the point of this? You sit here and watch me fall apart and feel so
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superior because you're helping me. Well, you're not helping me by bringing
up Cam. You're fucking cutting my heart out by bringing up what rve done
to him.
DR.P.:

What do you mean, what you've done to him?

NEAL:

It's my fault. [Sobs] It's my fault he's dead. No matter what you or Davis or
anyone says, it's my fault.

DR.P.:

How so?

NEAL:

I knew better than to become involved with him. I knew better and I let him
come inside. I let him in and then I couldn't handle it and -- [Sobbing] Oh
god, and then -- I pushed him away and now he's dead. And it's my fault.

DR.P.:

Because you loved him and he loved you, you think you've killed him?

NEAL:

No -- Yes -- I don't know. No, it wasn't the love that killed him. It -- it was
my pushing him away. I pushed him away because -- I couldn't trust him.
Because I couldn't trust anyone. That's why he's dead, because I couldn'ttrust
him.

DR.P.:

[Softly] Neal, Cam's dead because someone hateful killed him. He's dead
because someone saw him as a threat and killed him. You had nothing to do
with it --

NEAL:

But if I hadn't pushed him away, he wouldn't have been alone that night. He
would have -- he would have been with me. I just want to know why I couldn't
trust him. Why I can't trust anyone.

DR.P.:

That's why we're here, isn't it, Neal? We're here to find that out.

NEAL:

[Blowing his nose] Yeah, that's what I have to figure out. [Chuckling]

DR.P.:

What is it?

NEAL:

The problem is, I don't trust anyone, including you.

DR.P.:

Well, Neal, in that case, I guess you're on your own.

NEAL:

Yeah, I guess I am.
[End of tape #2]

New York
March 15, 1987

"I understand what you're going through," I say to Kiki's tearful Clarissa as the
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cameras roll and the lights glare and the microphones record every whisper. My insides are
shattered, sifting through my pores today, and it's all being recorded on film. Lucky me.
"Cut!" Clare yells from the darkness. The sound stage erupts in a measured flurry of
activity, cameras repositioning, booms being adjusted and hair and make-up touch-ups being
performed. Clare calls to me from her dark perch. "Neal, the line is 'I can't understand what
you're going through.' This is the sixth time you've missed it. Let's get it right next take,
okay?"
"Sure, Clare, sure," I mumble as Magda touches up my lips. I wonder if she sees
what's happening to me, that rm dissolving before her eyes. But, her expression gives no clue
of recognition or empathy as she glides the make-up brush against my lower lip.
"He's doing it on purpose," Kiki whispers from her chair. "Trying to mess up my
concentration."
"Now, people," Clare calls out. "Let's not make this personal. Let's just get the scene
filmed."
"Don't pay her any mind, child. She's just mad because her ass gained two ounces
today," Magda says with a wink.
I walk over to my beginning mark and take my position. Near camera one, Davis gives
me the "thumbs up" sign and mouths, "Are you okay?"
It's a tough question to answer. I've been afraid to sleep for the past week-and-a-half,
afraid of dreaming of Cam. I sit up chain-smoking, drinking coffee and trying to concentrate
on memorizing my lines, anything to avoid sleep. Late at night as I puff and sip, pouring over
my scripts, I see Cam sauntering around my loft. He wanders over to my chair and stares at
me, blood running from a wound on his forehead and coming out of his nose and mouth. He
stares at me for hours as I try to ignore him. He stares and stares before pointing a bloody
finger and whispering, "Merry Christmas, Neal. Merry-fucking-Christmas."
"Okay, people, let's take the scene from the top," Clare shouts as the set goes silent.
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The clipboard claps off scene seven, take seven, and we begin as Clare shouts, "Action."
Kiki breaks into tears, her face resting against the upholstered head board of her dusty

pink bed. She cries for a few moments before sobbing, "Then, Mercury -- he -- he -- oh my god,
Blaine, it was horrible! I tried to fight him off, but he was too strong -- I couldn't stop him.
I said 'No, please don't,' but - he just laughed at me."
I reach over to caress her cheek. She pulls away with a sob. "You don't understand!"
she says. "He made me feel like garbage -- as if I were nothing. He made me -- He makes me

"Clarissa, I'm so sorry," I say, playing Mr. There-there to perfection. "I -- I know what
you're
"Cut! Neal, goddammit, do you have a problem with this line?" Clare says as she
walks into the light pool, her dark black hair pushed back by her glasses, her body dressed in
jeans and a silk shirt. ·For a moment, I'm mentally pulling back into an earlier time. Walking
into my parent's house, my clothes ripped to shreds, and bloody and bruised, I hold a sequined
patch, a shooting star, in my hand, and sob as my mother discovers me. "My god," she says
and turns away. ''Well, I told you not to wear those things. You brought it on yourself." And
she walks away. Clare interrupts this memory with a terse phrase. ''What's the problem?"
"I don't know. It -- it just doesn't feel right, saying that line. I'm trying -- it's just a
mental block," I stammer as Magda trots up and starts toweling me off, wiping away flop
sweat.
"God, I can't believe how much you're sweating today," Mags says as she casts a
concerned glance toward Clare.
"Neal, what do you want to do?" Clare asks and Kiki throws up her hands and stomps
away in disgust.
"I just need one more try, Clare. I'm sorry, 111 do it right, I swear."
Clare looks me over before calling out, "Okay, let's try it once more."
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As the cameras roll, Kiki hits every mark and feeds me every line. I lean down and
stroke her shoulder saying, "I can't understand what you're going through." I mumble it and
try not to look at Kiki as I say it. After the scene ends, the sound stage erupts with a relieved
applause.
Clare calls out, "Okay, people, that's a wrap. Let's go home."
Davis runs up to me. "You ready?" he asks, and I look at him totally baffled by his
question. He senses this and clarifies. ''You, me and Armand are going to see that off-offBroadway thing -- remember?"
The sweat returns to my forehead and cheeks as I try to come up with a response for
Davis. "I -- I forgot," I mutter, and my breathing begins speeding up. "I'm sorry, Davis, I
Can we do it some other time? I'm -- I'm pretty tired."
"Neal, you promised," Davis says, and I can see his disappointment as he speaks.
"We've had these tickets for weeks. Come on, you need to get out. I won't let you go home and
mope tonight."
"I can't go out, Davis!" I shout, and several technicians stop their work and stare at
me.
"Neal, what is it?" Davis asks as I collapse against the wall and begin sliding to the
floor. He catches my forearms and guides me to a set-piece sofa. "Are you sick? Is it -- all the
stuff with Cam? What?"
"Davis," I say, panting for air as I grip the sofa's arm rest with one hand and my chest
with the other. "Davis, get me out of here. To make-up. To my dressing room. I don't care,
just get me out. I don't want to fall apart in front of everybody."
Davis pulls me from the couch and into a standing position. He gently guides me
through the corridor and asks, "Neal, what the hell's going on? Are you on something? Are
you okay?"
''That stupid scene. It gave me the creeps. That rape stuff. I -- I don't know how to
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play it and the lines won't come. They keep getting stuck in my throat."
We both notice Patrice coming down the hall. Davis pushes me into the make-up room
and shuts the door. "Jesus, Neal, now do you see why I suggested a shrink? You can't deal
with all of this by yourself. You need someone to--"
"I don't need a shrink," I spit out as I gingerly lower myself into a swivel chair.
"Please just drop it."
"Look, I'm not leaving you alone tonight. You don't look good. Let me get my car and
I'll drive you over to the apartment."
"What about the play?" I ask.
"Fuck the play. You need me and I'm there. Okay?" Davis asks, and I fight the urges
to hug him or tell him to go away.
"Okay, thanks, buddy. Thanks a lot," I say as he rises and begins crossing to the door.
"No problem," he says, and walks out.
Kiki and Magda enter a moment later. Kiki glares at me as I stare at Mags swollen

belly. Her doctor just told her it's twins. "Hi, Neal," Mags says as she passes. "I'm going to
clean up Miss Thing here and Kyle will take care of you, okay?"
Kyle is Magda's maternity-leave replacement. She's been training him for the past two
weeks. He's a beautiful blond farm boy with a glistening smile and a football player physique.
I think Davis is hot for him. But, he gives me the creeps.
"Hi, Neal," Kyle says as he walks through the door. "Shave and a haircut?"
"No," I say, politely smiling at his attempted joke. "Just take this shit off my face. I
gotta get out of here." I sound calm, but my insides are still falling apart, still seeping out for
public view.
"Okay," Kyle says as he drapes a towel across my clothes. "So, Neal, what do you
think of the Knicks?"
"I'm not into sports," I say, and the sweat reappears on my face and palms. Kyle keeps
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stroking my forehead and touching my neck as he cleans the make-up from my skin with a
sponge.
''You're not?" he says, an eyebrow pencil clenched in his teeth. "That's un-American.
I'll have to take you to a Knicks game in the next few weeks.".
"Look," I say, the panic growing in my chest. "Pm not interested, okay?"
"Sure. Sure, Neal. I'm -- I'm sorry. What is it? .The scene not go well?" Kyle says as
he begins toweling off my face.
"The scene's done," I say.
"No thanks to you," Kiki says as the towel covers my face. I worry I won't be able to
breathe as the moist towel covers my nose and mouth. "Honestly, Neal, didn't you even study
your lines?"
"Look, Kiki, Pm sorry. It was just a mental block. It's done, all right? Just drop it!"
I shout as the towel smothers me.
"I don't know why you had a problem. What happened? Did Cam get a little rough
with you before he left?" Kiki asks as my breathing begins to triple. in speed, trying to find
oxygen in the moist towel.
"Shut up, Kiki!" I scream. My body keeps tensing up as the towel blocks out all of my
surroundings, covering me with darkness. I suddenly sit up and begin clawing at the towel.
A pair of unseen hands grabs my shoulders and roughly pulls me back against my
chair. "Hold still," Kyle says. "Let's get this over with."
The last thing I feel is his unseen hands brushing against my neck.
I tumble out of the chair, screaming as I rush away from those hands. The warm towel
drops from my face and I scream as I see Cam's bloody form standing next to Kyle. "Keep
away! Keep away! Marcus, no! Keep away! Marcus, don't touch me!" I shout as Kyle and
Magda begin walking towards me, the bloody corpse following behind them with a grin on his
battered face. "I don't want you here. Marcus, go away," I say, picking up a small chrome and
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wooden chair from the corner and hurling it across the room.
"Jesus," Kyle calls as he ducks and the chair crashes against the mirror, sending
jagged shards of glass flying everywhere.
"No!" I scream as I huddle under the make-up counter, long sharp bits of glass landing
at my feet. I keep screaming "No" as I grasp a long, shiny sliver of mirror in my hands.
"Please don't touch me. Please don't. Don't touch me! Marcus, stay away!" I scream as Kyle's
face fades and all I see is Cam's bloody face as hands clutch at me and pull me to the ground.
Davis runs into the room and pushes Kyle and Kiki away, freeing me from their tight
grip. "Neal," he calls softly as he leans over me. "Neal, what's wrong?"
"They're all coming at me. The hands keep clutching me, and Cam -- Jesus, Cam's
here," I say sobbing. "Davis, what the fuck's happening to me? Davis!"
"I'll help you, Neal. Just put down the glass. Okay, Neal? You've gotta put down the
glass."
I let it go and notice the blood pulsing from my palms. "They -- they were trying to
hurt me -- trying to kill me -- I -- I was so afraid. I thought I was going to die. They wouldn't
let me go," I sob as Davis grabs me and draws me out from under the counter. I'm too weak
to fight his grasping hands. I keep sobbing and clinging to him as my blood smears across his
clean white shirt.
"Neal, what's happening to you?" Davis says as he holds me.
"Too many pieces," lsay through my sobs. "Too many pieces are gone."

Holiday, Illinois
October 8, 1998

I'm watching one of those stupid fucking talk shows on television. Some man is talking
on an episode devoted to cross-dressers, crying about "the feminization of America." This big,
dopey man is crying over America developing a limp wrist. He's scared and angry. I think
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he's capable of anything. The host walks away from him, but the camera stays on him as he
cries and fidgets and desperately searches for support. His eyes tear, his lips quiver and his
posture is rigid with tension. For a moment I think I recognize him. I look closely and
imagine it's Marcus Rollins with a moustache, but the hair's too dark and straight for Marcus.
Then I imagine it's Adam, Adam sitting in a studio audience in Chicago, living on my money,
the money he stole from me. When I take a closer look, the man's just a stranger who
frightens me. That's the only thing he has in common with Marcus and Adam, his ability to
frighten me.
These are the guys that bust my balls, telling me I'm a freak just because I can relate
to tenderness more than bullying or rage. In acting classes, I always have trouble finding the
motivation for Tennessee Williams' heros. I can't crawl into the skin of Stanley or Brick or .
the lobotomist. I can fit neatly inside his women. I could play the hell out of Blanche or
Maggie the Cat or Catherine. These are the roles my life in Holiday has prepared me for, the
roles of the slut, the martyr and the neurotic. Especially the neurotic. Especially after what
I've just discovered.
'i4.re you satisfied? Did you find out what you wanted to know?" Wilky whispers in my

mind. I tum up the T.V.'s volume to drown out the sound of him. Since I finished the
journals, Wilky keeps asking me questions. Questions I don't have any answers for. The only
way to shut him up is flip on the T.V. and attempt to drown him out.
The phone begins ringing again. It's been ringing for the past two days. It rings over
and over and I ignore it because I don't want to talk to anyone. I don't want to see anyone.
I just want to disappear.
"Terrific! AU of this effort down the fucking toilet because you can't handle the truth!

God, you're hopeless!" Wilky reverts to his old tactics, insulting me into action.
"Just leave me alone!" I hiss and push the T.V. volume up a notch. "Just leave me
alone!"
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"I can't, moron! That's the point. We're stuck with each other. We're two sides of the
same coin!" says Wilky as I get up off of the sofa and head toward the kitchen.
"Look, I can't fight you now. I've too much to deal with right now to listen to your
bullshit!"

"Then deal with it and get on with your life, for Christ's sake. I'm sick of hanging
around this place. It gives me the creeps."
"Just shut up, okay?" I scream with my head poking into the refrigerator. "I'll be
leaving soon."

"Okay. That's good. Just don't wait too long! You were right about Holiday. For us,
remaining here is terminal." After saying this, Wilky is silent.
I pull out a bottle of soda and some yogurt and cross to the table. I threw up when I
read about Marcus and his goons. Every time I start to eat, I think about that patch of
golden-green splattered against the pepto-bismol pink insulation of the attic. My stomach
chums a bit with the first bite of yogurt, but it passes as I swallow. I'm eating breakfast for
the first time in days, and I feel numb. The past few days I've just lain around, trying to stop
the pain, trying to figure out a course of action. Every memory is in place, screaming for
attention. Instead of replaying those memories over and over, I watch T.V. or sleep, anything
to escape them. But they keep knocking on my sub-conscious, trying to get my attention.
That's why I've been forgetting things--the simple day-to-day things like eating lunch
or brushing my teeth; I've been lost in the past. A funny thing about wandering down memory
lane is how easily you can be distracted from your present path. I find myself forgetting where
I'm going or where I parked the car. I forget things like what groceries to buy because I'm lost
in the twelth grade, searching for Wilky in the lake. And now that I've found all of these
missing pieces, what the hell do I do with them? That's the problem with uncovering old
skeletons. They want to be re-buried. But mine have to stay with me and remind me of this
place, or my life will never be whole.

247

The phone rings again as I pass it. Lifting the receiver, I debate upon hanging it up,
but slowly bring it to my ear. Davis' panicked voice calls from the other end of the line. "Neal
-- Neal, is that you? Neal, are you there? Goddammit, answer me!"
"Hi, Davis," I say weakly.
"My god, Neal. Where the hell have you been? I've been ringing and ringing for days
with no answer. I thought you'd been eaten by a goddamn snake or something."
"Nothing that exotic, I'm afraid," I reply, a bemused tone creeping into my voice as I
light a cigarette. "How's things?"
"Things are fine. Patrice is her usual homophobic self, looking for the faggot in the
woodpile with that new teeny-bopper cream-dream she just hired, Benny Something. Anyway,
what's up with you?"
"I'm -- I'm kind of at loose ends here. I've found things, and I'm not quite sure what
to do with them."
"Things from your past?" Davis asks, a bit of concern creeping into his voice.
"Yeah, a lot of very heavy shit."
"Like what?"
"Look, Davis, I don't want to talk about all of this on the phone now. It's -- too bizarre
and too involved for that. Let's just say the folks of Holiday did quite a number on me, fucked
me up good and proper."
"Neal, are you okay?"
I let the question sink in before answering. "Yeah, actually, today I'm -- I'm okay. It
wasn't all grim here. I ran into an old girlfriend and -- well, the journals reminded me of some
good things, too."
"Like what?" Davis asks, and I sit, relaxing into the concern of his voice. "What good
things did you find out?"
"I found out I haven't always pushed everyone away. That there was a part of me that
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was brave enough and together enough to trust and love."
"What happened to change that?" Davis asks as I watch a perfect smoke ring dance
to the ceiling.
"I trusted the wrong people and I was told I didn't matter a lot. I learned to feel like
I was nothing."
"Look, Neal," Davis begins in his fatherly tone. "I -- I don't like the way you sound -it's not like you. Should I come out this weekend?"
"No," I say quickly, knowing he would if I asked him to come. "That's -- that's not
necessary, bud, but thanks . . . I'm driving to Chicago in a day or two. So, just watch Ms.
Bernhardt, and I'll call you from my hotel. Maybe I'll call Patrice and tell her to mind her own
fucking business while I'm at it. I really do appreciate you hanging around for so long--1
appreciate your friendship."
"I'm definitely coming out now. You never say 'Thank you.' What happened? Did
some pod open up and snatch your body?" Davis asks with a faint chuckle.
"Nothing quite that drastic. I've -- I've just been thinking about everyone I've let get
away. Cam. Zoey. They're gone now, but at least you're still here, being a touchstone for me.
I appreciate it."
"Shut up. You're embarrassing me."
"Look, Davis, I just see a lot of wasted opportunities and -- well, I don't want to waste
any more, okay?"
"Okay. Just don't start getting all gooshie on me. Armand's a jealous man," Davis
says, and I can imagine his smile.
"Look, I'd better let you go," I say. "Talk to ya later, okay?"
"Okay. Ms. Bernhardt says 'Hi.' Bye, Neal," Davis says, and the connection is broken
with the steady buzzing of the dial tone.
After hanging up, I hear an insistent knock on the door. I walk to the door as Wilky
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coos, "Good! That's good. Talk to someone else, Neal. We've got to come out of hibernation

quickly." I peek around the corner and see Rusty standing at the front door. He spots me, too,
and begins waving with an awkward grin plastered across his face. For an instant, I see his
father in his eyes and the broadness of his shoulders. But, this passes quickly as I notice his
mother's smile and soft jawline.
"Hi, Rusty," I say, opening the door. ''What's up?"
Rusty keeps grinning, and I look down to see he's holding the old cookie jar. A white
porcelain pig with a bright red bib teeters in Rusty's cradling arms. He steps into the porch
and says, "Ta da!" as he presents the pig. "I found it at Marty's place. He was using it to
store his hash in."
"Thanks," I say, taking the pig from him. I remember my mother saying, "Little
piggies eat too many cookies," and I debate on smashing it on the floor, but stop myself,
imagining Rusty's confusion.
"Hey, Neal, you okay?" the boy asks.
''Yeah, sure. Why?"
'Well, look at this place," he says, and for the first time in three days, I look at my
mother's living room. The boxes are still in the middle of the floor, their contents strewn over
the sofa and two easy chairs. Dirty dishes, empty cups and yogurt containers litter the coffee
table and end tables. A dirty pair of jockey shorts rests on the half-tipped lamp shade.
"I've been kinda sick the last few days," I say, trying to explain the chaos. "I'll clean
up before I leave."
"When's that?" Rusty asks as he flicks the shorts from the lamp shade with two
tentative fingers.
"Pardon?"
"When are you leaving?" he asks slowly, as if he's talking to a foreigner.
I hesitate and look around before saying, "Today. I have to be in Chicago in a few
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days, so I might as well leave today." I can't believe I'm deciding this as I say it.
"Well, hey, thanks for the movies and shit the other night, and thanks for not tellin'
my mom about, ya know." As he says these last words, I notice his blush.
"Hey, Rusty, what was going on out there that night?" I ask, remembering the pair of
nude bodies running in the moonlight.
"You know," he says with a giggle. "Look, dude, I don't kiss and tell, ya know."
"But--" I say, curious about the other body.
"It's just -- somebody, ya know."
"Yeah," I say, recalling my time with all of my somebodies. "I think I do."
"Okay, bud, I've got a question for you," Rusty says, cocking his head down and
chewing his lower lip. "You and my mom were -- together, right?"
"Yeah, once, why?"
"Just curious," he says, walking across the living room.
"Look, Rusty, I don't want you to think I'm--" I can't say the next words. "Your
mother and I were together when we were juniors in high school, so there's no way I could be
-- you know, your father." I say the last words quietly, with a sort of reverence that surprises
me.
"I know," he says quietly. "It would just be cool if you were, that's all ... Look, I've
gotta go, okay?"
"Sure," I say. "See ya later."
"Yeah, maybe I'll catch that stupid-assed soap of yours," he says as he walks through
the door. He stops quickly, turning back to me and saying, "Oh, yeah, I almost forgot. Mom
told me to tell you about the fire."
"Fire?"
"Yeah, Fletcher's junk shop caught fire last night. It's still smokin' this morning."
"Fletcher's, are you sure?" I ask, my voice becoming a bit shrill and insistent.
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"Yeah, Mom thought you'd wanna know," he says before hopping on his bike and riding
off. I watch him go and think ofWilky. Rusty's a lot like him, cocky and smart-assed, but a
good kid underneath.
Wilky's calm, sure voice reveals my next move. "It's time to go," he says. "Just one

more stop and it's time to leave."

I drive into town just as the fire trucks and onlookers are packing up to leave Fletcher's

Fine Goods and Antiques' charred shell. Before leaving my mother's house, I grabbed an old
suitcase from the attic and tossed some of the photos, the journals and the pig cookie jar (I
have no idea why) into it and left it by the door. I turned to close the boxes and carry them
neatly upstairs, but I didn't do it. Pandora's box flashed into my mind, and I thought about
it as I stared at the open flaps of Mom's carefully categorized boxes.

I thought about

MacMillian telling us what a bad girl Pandora was for opening her box, how she had released
everything evil into the world. I kept staring at my mother's boxes, and finally decided to
leave them where they were. There was nothing left inside to harm me. It seemed safe to let
the next occupants see their contents. I packed the rest of my things and showered. I also
gave Joy a call, said good-bye, and asked her to start sale proceedings on the house. While
I was toweling off, I noticed the bruises from the camper mishap are almost gone. I check
them again in the rear view mirror before I get out of the car. I've driven automatically to the
scene of the fire, as if something else were guiding me. When I get out of the car, l see Petey,
Jr.'s round and roly-poly lump of a body gingerly moving around the debris. The north and
east walls are totally destroyed. And the remaining wall and roof aren't much better with
large holes burned through their charred surfaces. The player piano sits in the only area that
wasn't entirely engulfed in flames. Its huge upright cabinet is singed with the corner layers
of veneer separating and curling from heat and water damage. The paper music rolls are
badly burnt. When I reach Petey, he's staring at the piano.
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"Talk to him!" Wilky whispers.

"What? What would I say?" I ask silently.
"What you've always wanted to," he says simply.

I walk over to Petey and notice the sad expression on his face. There's a part of me
that actually feels sorry for him. I remember him as a kid, how proud he was of his father and
this store. These refurbished pianos were his father's only real love.
"How'd it happen?" I ask, staring over his shoulder at the damaged piano.
"Kids broke in. That's what they think, anyway. Some kids broke in and had some
candles lit. They -- they think the fire got out of hand and the kids panicked. It didn't take
much to torch the place with all of this stuff stacked so close together - well, it just went up
in flames." He keeps staring at the piano as he speaks. "Goddamn kids."
"Kids can be thoughtless," I say, remembering him standing over me, hearing his
words ''You're nothin'" in my head. "They can be thoughtless -- and cruel."
''What are you doing here?" Petey asks, turning away from the piano for the first time
since my arrival.
"I -- I remembered something. Something from high school -" I begin slowly, trying
to find the words.
"Look, Wilkinson, can't this wait, for Christ's sake? I've got a lot on my mind and --"
"No, it can't wait!" I say, and the tension in my voice makes it harsh and shrill. "I
don't know what you thought back then -- when I didn't say anything or fight back, but I want
you to know--"
''What the fuck is your problem?" he asks as I grab his shoulder.
"I want you to know that no matter what you did to me, it didn't stop me. Not for a
minute. It fucked me up, but it didn't stop me from fighting you."
"Look," Petey says, pulling away from me. "I don't know what you're talking about."
''Yes, you do," I snap at him. ''You know exactly what I'm talking about."
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"What do you want?" he says quietly. I notice the smoldering wood's smoke forming
a halo around his head. "We all did stupid things back then. We were just messing with you
because you were such a freak. You were a freak back then, and you still are one, as far as
I can tell."
"No, you messed with me because you could, and because I was an easy mark. Well,
I'm not easy any more, Petey. You can't mess with me and expect me to take it. And neither
can Marcus or your father or anybody else. I'm not -- I'm not trapped here any more. And I'm
not running away either. Everythings out in the open and I can leave this place behind
without being terrified of it." Petey just looks at me as if I'm nuts as I tum and begin walking
away. I stop for a moment and turn to see Petey still staring at me, a confused look on his
face. "Hey, Petey," I call out from beside my car. ''You insured?"
''Yeah," he says, confused by my question.
"That's good. The piano might be salvageable, but -- just remember, no matter how
well you touch it up and camouflage the damage, it's still been singed. There's still smoke and
water damage underneath. No matter what you do, you can't ignore that."
I hop in my car and speed off, seeing Petey's perplexed gaze watching me as I go down
the road and away from him. I keep glancing in the mirror, watching Petey's image fade and
disappear behind the maze of buildings and trees composing the business district of Holiday.
My car keeps traveling, and soon the town is obscured by cornfields, and the cornfields are
replaced by another town. I keep driving forward, leaving Holiday in the distance, but keeping
it in my memory.
''You did good," Wilky's voice says from my mouth, and for the first time in years our
voices are one.
Time passes, as do more towns and fields, more bits of my history being categorized
and properly filed as I drive on. I only occasionally glance in my rear-view mirror to glimpse
landmarks and reference points that I've passed. But, for the most part, my eyes are focused
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on the road ahead. I keep searching through my past, assuring myself of my recollections and
wondering about my future. I'll need to visit Madame Freud again for damage control, but for
the moment I'm not falling apart. Everything that's broken is holding together as I travel
down this road.
After a while, I don't look back, satisfied that everything past is still in its place. I
keep watching the road for signs of progress. Soon, the two-lane I'm driving on merges with
a highway, and the cornfields and farm houses are removed from me by wide paths of asphalt
and stone. In a while, I'll be in the city, engulfed with buildings and concrete, like a whole
new world from these quiet routes of rural towns. I'll find a hotel in the heart of the city and
feel safe again, someplace where honeymooners and adventurers stay. Then I'll call Davis and
tell him everything from the beginning.

I keep wishing the miles away as I near my

destination, but as long as I can keep moving ahead and remembering, I know I'm going to
survive. In the end, maybe that's all I can hope for, keeping track of all of the pieces and
surviving. Maybe that's enough for now.
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